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The purpose of the study was to determine whether a three-category (3C) system for
classifying profiles on online dating sites provides advantages over a two-category (2C)
system as decision makers evaluate a long list of profiles. Two groups of single
heterosexual or bisexual women ages 20 to 30 reviewed a list of 60 male profiles on
simulated online dating sites to choose which profiled man they would most like to learn
more about. One group (n = 53) evaluated the profiles using a 2C system; the other group
(n = 56) used a 3C system. After making their choice, women in each group took a
researcher-developed survey to measure the degree to which they were preference
constructors, their cognitive difficulty in making their choice, and their satisfaction with
the decision process and with their final choice. It was hypothesized that women in the
3C compared to the 2C condition would have (a) less cognitive difficulty making their
decision and (b) greater satisfaction with the decision process and with their final choice,
and that (c) being more of a preference constructor would increase any relationship found
between the 3C condition and decreasing cognitive difficulty.
Survey data were analyzed by t-test, ANOVA, and MANOVA procedures. These tests
revealed none of the statistically significant differences between groups that were
hypothesized. In particular, the decision task’s cognitive difficulty did not differ between
groups even when a variable for preference construction was taken into account. Also,
there wee no significant differences in satisfaction with the decision process or
satisfaction with final choice between the two groups using different categorization
systems. The study’s three hypotheses were therefore rejected. Reasons for these results
and implications of the study are discussed, and recommendations are made.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Background
Studies suggest that when a decision maker (DM) faces many alternatives, the
decision-making process may result in adverse consequences such as lowered motivation
to choose and reduced post-choice satisfaction (Chernev, Bockenholt, & Goodman, 2010;
Iyengar & Lepper, 2000; Iyengar, Huberman, & Jang, 2004). This phenomenon, called
choice overload, sometimes occurs in the online dating environment (Finkel et al., 2012;
Lenton & Stewart, 2008; Lenton, Fasolo, & Todd, 2008, 2010; Wu & Chiou, 2009) when
a DM evaluates a large initial choice set (IS) of online dating profiles. These “profiles”
consist of web pages that contain information about individuals who are potential dating
partners for the DM (Finkel et al., 2012). The IS is the initial list of profiles that the DM
reviews to determine which individuals, if any, he or she wishes to consider for further
contact.
An online dating site may lessen the chance of choice overload by creating a
relatively small IS based on a DM’s own profile and desired characteristics in a match,
acting as a recommendation agent (Häubl & Trifts, 2000). However, several popular selfselection sites generally leave it to DMs to enact a hierarchical three-stage decision
process: (a) determine an IS of profiles via an initial search based on preferred match
criteria; (b) create from the IS a smaller consideration set (CS), which consists of a set of
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alternatives under active consideration by the DM (Eliaz & Spiegler, 2008); and (c)
winnow the CS down to one or a few profiles of people to contact. Each step of this
decision process incurs cognitive effort (Wan, Menon, & Ramaprasad, 2003). To help
DMs reduce the cognitive effort expended in the second and third stages of the process,
two of the most popular self-selection sites, Match.com and OKCupid.com, offer two
interactive decision aids: the ability to (a) hide (temporarily reject) a profile or (b) mark it
as a favorite. Together, these two tools function as a binary accept-reject classification
system. By examining the IS of profiles one by one and rigorously applying one or the
other classification to each profile, a DM can first transform the IS into a CS of profiles
(the favorites) by rejecting (hiding) all others. By comparing the profiles remaining in the
CS and continuing to use the favorite and hide tools, the DM can then complete the third
step of the decision process.
Such two-category (2C) classification systems perform a main role of category
systems: minimize the cognitive effort required to evaluate information (Rosch, 1978).
By reducing the DM’s cognitive effort in processing information, use of a category
system can be expected to reduce the cognitive difficulty the DM experiences in making
a decision. Arguably, however, a three-category (3C) system for classifying profiles, with
a second positive category being made available as a categorization tool, might further
reduce the online dating DM’s cognitive effort and difficulty in reviewing profiles in the
second and third steps of the decision process. It could do so by:
• providing greater flexibility in evaluating profiles, which could be advantageous for
all online dating DMs, but especially for those who construct changeable decision
criteria while viewing profiles (Chernev, 2003; Hauser, Ding, & Gaskin, 2009). This
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construction amounts to the DM’s formulating decision criteria during the decisionmaking process, in contrast to already having in mind a clear set of decision criteria
and possibly a specific preference before the decision-making task (Chernev, 2003).
For these preference constructors especially, greater categorization flexibility could
alleviate potential confusion and reduce the DMs’ cognitive effort in evaluating the
profiles, thereby reducing the cognitive difficulty of making a choice and increasing
the DMs’ satisfaction with the decision process.
• enabling DMs to better fulfill two main decision-making goals: reduce cognitive effort
and make the best choice (Chakravarti & Janiszewski, 2003). These two goals might
be better achieved with a 3C system because it allows the DM to place favored
profiles with alignable attributes (that is, the same kinds of attributes) in one category
and those with non-alignable attributes in a second category. This could be an
improvement over a 2C system by reducing cognitive difficulty while increasing
satisfaction with the alternative chosen.
In rebuttal, it could be argued that in effect, after some of the IS profiles resulting
from a search have been marked as Favorites and others have been Hidden, the remaining
profiles in the IS constitute a third category of options that remain of some interest to the
subscriber. However, this remaining IS is a passively constructed set of profiles in the
sense that it takes no specific action by the subscriber to insert a profile into this category.
These profiles are simply the “leftovers.” It is not clear that these leftovers should be
viewed as being profiles that the DM is somewhat interested in. For many online dating
DMs, there may be a potential category of interest in a profile that is somewhat below the
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interest indicated by the term “Favorites” but above the interest in the bulk of the socalled leftovers after the labels Favorite and Hide are applied.
For such DMs, a three-category system for classifying profiles would likely be
preferable to the two-category system by providing a third category where he or she
could classify profiles for which there is some interest but are not currently considered
one of the Favorites. By improving the DM’s ability to deal with such situations, having a
third category available would likely reduce the DM’s cognitive effort in evaluating
profiles while increasing his or her satisfaction with the decision-making process and the
final choice.
Notably, the dating environment may be the only online context in which adding a
second positive category might be substantially advantageous to DMs as they evaluate
alternatives. At least there seems to be no similar advantage in the case of online retail
contexts where DMs face the task of evaluating items in order to make purchasing or
viewing choices. Online retail websites such as Amazon.com and Netflix.com offer “wish
lists” where DMs can categorize items of special interest that they want to be able to
consider later. While these wish lists are similar to the favorite category on online selfselection dating sites, it seems unlikely that the addition of a second positive category
would be of much or any value to online DMs in these cases. This may be partly due to
the fact that online dating DMs are often totally unfamiliar with the set of alternatives
presented to them for evaluation and seldom have preferences for any specific profiles
before they begin the decision process. In contrast, DMs in other online contexts are
typically familiar with some of the alternatives offered and often have specific
preferences prior to the decision process. Also, online dating profiles typically include a
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greater number of explicitly stated attributes than the alternatives in online retail choice
contexts (such as deciding on a book to purchase or a dvd to watch), adding complexity
to the decision process. In addition, making a choice on an online dating site is
potentially life changing for many DMs, whereas deciding on an item to purchase or a
video to view is not usually considered to be life changing. These differences between the
decision task for online daters and the task faced by DMs in online retail contexts may
help explain why including a second positive classifying category could be valuable in
the first case but not in the second.
Problem Statement
The results of several studies indicate that when online dating DMs review a large
IS of profiles with the objective of choosing one or a few individuals to contact, negative
consequences are associated with choice overload (Lenton & Stewart, 2008; Lenton et al.,
2008, 2010; Finkel et al., 2012; Wu & Chiou, 2009). Though two of the largest and most
popular self-selection online dating sites have a 2C classification system (favorite and
hide), there are several considerations suggesting that having a 3C system with an
additional positive category available might reduce DMs’ cognitive difficulty in
evaluating an IS, which could increase their post-choice satisfaction with the decisionmaking process and with their final choice.
However, there appear to be no published studies investigating whether a 3C
system would have advantages over a 2C system for online dating DMs who are
attempting to reduce an IS to one or a few most favored profiles. Thus it has been
unknown if a 3C system would have such advantages. The problem for this study was to
determine whether the availability of a third category would decrease the cognitive
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difficulty of the decision task for online dating DMs, especially preference-constructing
DMs, and thereby increase their satisfaction with the decision process and with their
chosen alternative.
Dissertation Goal
The goal of the study was to determine whether a 3C system has advantages over
a 2C system for online dating DMs, and especially preference-constructing DMs, as they
reduce an IS of profiles to one most favored profile. In particular, the study aimed to
determine whether the availability of a third categorization tool reduces the cognitive
difficulty of DMs, especially of preference-constructing DMs,
and thereby increases their post-choice satisfaction with the decision process and with
their final choice. To make this goal more manageable, the study was limited to
examining the decision-making process of preference-constructing females in regard to
reviewing the online dating profiles of males.
Research Questions and Hypotheses
The study had three research questions concerned with online dating DMs having
available a 3C versus a 2C classification system when reducing an IS of online dating
profiles to a single favored choice.
RQ1. Does having a 3C rather than a 2C system decrease female online dating DMs’
cognitive difficulty with the decision task when evaluating a large set of profiles?
RQ2. Does being a preference constructor strengthen any positive relationship found
between having a 3C system and female online dating DMs’ cognitive difficulty with the
decision process when evaluating a large set of profiles?
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RQ3. Does having a 3C rather than a 2C system increase female online dating DMs’
post-choice satisfaction with the decision process and with their final choice when
evaluating a large set of profiles?
The study had three hypotheses, with the third hypothesis having two parts:
H1. When female online dating DMs reduce a large IS of online dating profiles to a
single favored choice, having a 3C rather than a 2C system decreases the DMs’ cognitive
difficulty in performing the task.
H2: Being a preference constructor strengthens any positive relationship found between
having a 3C system and there being a decrease in online dating DMs’ cognitive difficulty
with the decision process.
H3: When female online dating DMs reduce a large IS of online dating profiles to a
single favored choice, having a 3C rather than a 2C system increases their post-choice
satisfaction with the decision process and with their final choice.
It was expected that hypotheses H1 and H3 would be supported because a 3C
system should provide greater categorization flexibility, reducing DMs’ cognitive
difficulty and thus increasing their satisfaction with the decision process and their final
choice. It was expected that hypothesis H2 would be accepted because online dating DMs
who are preference constructors often construct changeable decision criteria while
reviewing profiles (Chernev, 2003; Hauser et al., 2009), which is likely to increase the
task’s cognitive difficulty and thus strengthen the association of having a 3C system with
a reduction in cognitive difficulty.
The model used for the study is shown in the figure on the next page, which
illustrates the structural model for the study and the measurement models. The structural
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model consists of the latent variable constructs and their relationships in the model. There
are four constructs in the model, which are indicated by the ovals. The relationships
among these variables are shown by the arrows and the plus or minus signs next to the
arrows.
In the structural model, the indicator variable NUMCAT, which indicates the
number of categories available to the online dating DM, was hypothesized to be related
to the latent variable COGDIF, which is a measure of online dating DMs’ cognitive
difficulty in reducing a large IS to a single most favored choice. In particular, when the
value of NUMCAT is 3, it was hypothesized to decrease COGDIF. NUMCAT was also
hypothesized to be positively related to the endogenous variables PROSAT and
CHOSAT when its value is 3 rather than 2. The construct PROSAT is a measure of
online dating DMs’ satisfaction with the decision process of reducing a large IS to a
single most favored choice. The construct CHOSAT is a measure of online dating DMs’
satisfaction with their final choice of a most favored profile.
Furthermore, the construct PREFCON, a measure of the degree an online dating
DM is a preference constructor, is an exogenous latent variable hypothesized to help
explain the endogenous latent variable COGDIF by positively affecting the relationship
of NUMCAT to COGDIF when NUMCAT’S value is 3. Finally, the model reflects the
suppositions that the latent variable COGDIF negatively affects the constructs PROSAT
and CHOSAT since an increase in cognitive difficulty is expected to decrease both
satisfaction with the decision process and with the final choice. However, these two
suppositions were not tested in this study.
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Figure 1. Online dating structural model and measurement models

Figure 1 also shows the measurement models for the study. There are reflective
measurement models for the constructs COGDIF, PREFCON, PROSAT, and CHOSAT.
In each case, the measurement was based on the participants’ responses to survey
questions they responded to after they made their decision. A total of 12 survey questions
(three for each) were devised to measure these four constructs. The questions used to
operationalize the constructs are discussed further in the Instrumentation section of
Chapter 3.
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Rationale
Research indicates that choice overload effects are due to the complexity of the
decision task (Greifeneder, Scheibehenne, & Kleber, 2010), with task complexity in turn
increasing the task’s cognitive difficulty. In addition, one factor that can diminish the
complexity and thus the cognitive difficulty of a decision process is the way alternatives
are arranged in a choice set (DeShazo & Fermo, 2002). These findings suggest that the
availability of a three-category (3C) classification system may reduce online DMs’
cognitive difficulty in deciding on a most-favored profile by increasing the categorization
options, reducing the complexity of the decision task.
In particular, the availability of a 3C system may have an advantage similar to
that of the three-category classification system (Yes, No, and Maybe) that is commonly
used in screening resumes of job applicants (Hochel & Wilson, 2007; Pityn & Helmuth,
2005). In evaluating a possibly large set of resumes in order to select one or a few
represented individuals from the set, the inclusion of a “Maybe” category allows the DM
to categorize a resume when, at first perusal, it is unclear whether the resume should be
categorized as a “Yes” or a “No.” By placing the resume in the “Maybe” category, the
screener signals that he or she finds the applicant to be of sufficient interest to reconsider
later, at which time the screener can decide to re-categorize the resume as either a “Yes”
or a “No.” Similarly, online dating DMs initially may not want to classify a profile as a
favorite but may be interested enough to want to view it again at a later time rather than
deleting (hiding) it from future viewing. This kind of situation may most often occur for
those who are preference constructors. These are DMs who construct decision criteria
while reviewing their alternatives (Chernev, 2003; Hauser et al., 2009). For these DMs,
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cut-off levels, both high and low, may be somewhat vague and fluid. Also, the weights
that such DMs assign to a profile’s listed attributes may depend on the context and on the
set of profiles to be evaluated, as it does in screening job applicants (Medin, Goldstone,
& Markman, 1995). Such fluidity and vagueness of decision criteria may lead to added
preference uncertainty and confusion about whether one or more profiles should be
classified as a favorite. DMs who have available only a 2C system of favorite and hide
would be required to retain such profiles in the favorite category, though the profile is not
yet (and may never be) classified as a favorite in the DM’s mind, defeating the purpose of
categorization and creating confusion. Having a third category would enable the profile
to be retained away from the favorites in order to review it later, reducing confusion and
cognitive difficulty and thereby increasing the DM’s satisfaction with the decisionmaking process.
Another way having a 3C system might be advantageous is through DMs being
able to categorize favored alignable profiles in one of the two positive categories and
favored non-alignable profiles in the second positive category. The alignability of
alternatives consists of the degree to which a DM has information about the same kinds
of attributes for the alternatives. For example, a DM may compare three cars on the basis
of information about four attributes of the cars: gas mileage, safety rating, interior room,
and price. The information on these cars is fully alignable. However, if a fourth car is
brought into the comparison, for which the DM has information only on gas mileage,
price, engine size, and braking system, then the information about the fourth car is only
partly alignable with the information about the other three. The reason alignability of
alternatives is important is related to the view that two basic goals in decision making are
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to simplify the choice process and optimize the choice outcome (Chakravarti &
Janiszewski, 2003). Given this, it is easier to fulfill the first goal by comparing
alternatives with alignable attributes (see also Roller, 2011; Medin et al., 1995), but to
fulfill the second goal and make the best choice, the DM may need to consider
alternatives with non-alignable attributes. Therefore, in evaluating profiles, online dating
DMs may be motivated to retain both alignable and relatively non-alignable profiles in
the CS. But online dating DMs with only the 2C option have only one category in which
to create a CS, and this would therefore have to include both alignable and non-alignable
profiles. With the 3C option, DMs could simplify the evaluation process by placing
profiles with mostly alignable features (and thus easier to compare) in one category and
those with fewer alignable features (and thus harder to compare) in a second category,
evaluate each category separately, and then combine the results to form a CS in one
category. It is reasonable to think that this procedure would require less cognitive effort
than retaining both alignable and non-alignable profiles in a single category for
comparison. It would therefore likely reduce the cognitive difficulty of the decision task
and, as a result, increase DMs’ satisfaction with the decision process. It would also likely
increase the DMs’ satisfaction with choice outcome, which is their satisfaction with a
chosen alternative after the choice has been made (Iyengar & Lepper, 2000). This is
because they could more easily include and evaluate favored non-alignable profiles in the
CS and therefore have a better chance of optimizing the choice outcome.
Relevance and Significance
As of April 2011, there were almost 25 million unique visitors to online dating
sites (Subscription Site Insider, 2011). As a consequence of there often being many
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subscribers to such sites, a single search through online profiles using criteria of gender,
age, and location can result in a list of a thousand or more profiles. But research suggests
that being faced with many choices may result in adverse effects, including memory
mistakes, confusion, and poorer decisions (Lenton & Stewart, 2008; Lenton et al., 2008,
2010; Finkel et al., 2012; Wu & Chiou, 2009). The large proliferation of choices that
online dating subscribers often must deal with therefore poses a problem for online dating
sites insofar as they want to reduce their subscribers’ cognitive difficulty in making
online dating decisions and the negative effects of choice overload, thereby increasing
their subscribers’ satisfaction with the decision process and with the choices made.
To help reduce choice overload, popular self-selection online dating websites
such as Match.com and OKCupid.com offer a two-category (2C) system of favorite and
hide that allows DMs to classify a reviewed profile either as a favorite or as a profile to
hide and not be viewed again. The lack of any further classification categories available
on these sites suggests that site designers assume that all subscribers can readily
categorize any profile they view as either a favorite or one they do not want to view a
second time. But such an assumption may be wrong. Though considerable research has
been conducted on choice overload, context effects in decision making, and decision
making in the online dating environment, there appears to be no prior research on a main
aspect of the online dating decision-making context: the profile categorization system
typically offered by self-selection sites. This study appears to be the first to focus on this
key aspect of the online dating environment.
The results of the study provide evidence to online dating sites about whether
designing their sites to include a 3C categorization system for DMs would be preferable
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to having only a 2C system. In particular, the results indicate whether the 3C design leads
to less cognitive difficulty, especially for preference constructors, greater post-choice
satisfaction, and greater satisfaction with the final alternative(s) chosen by online dating
DMs. By providing empirical evidence regarding these possibilities, the study results are
pertinent to the design concerns of self-selection dating sites.
The research adds to the knowledge base about a basic decision-making process
undertaken by subscribers to online dating sites: reducing an IS of profiles to one or a few
profiles that the subscriber is most interested in contacting. Little was known about that
decision process at the time of this study, though there was evidence that having to deal
with a large IS adversely affects the decision-making process (Lenton & Stewart, 2008;
Lenton et al., 2008, 2010; Finkel et al., 2012; Wu & Chiou, 2009). The results of the
research adds to knowledge about a key element in the online dating environment on selfselection sites—the interactive categorization tools provided. It does so by providing
evidence relevant to the question of whether providing subscribers with more than two
ways to categorize profiles results in less cognitive difficulty among online dating DMs,
greater post-choice satisfaction with the decision process, and greater satisfaction with
the final choices made.
Barriers and Issues
Online dating is a relatively new phenomenon that has grown rapidly over the past
decade (Black, 2010; Madden & Lenhart, 2006), resulting in there being large numbers of
subscribers to popular online dating sites such as Match.com and OKCupid.com. As a
consequence, DMs on such sites may have the task of reviewing and evaluating long lists
of profiles numbering in the hundreds, which can lead to negative
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choice-overload effects (Lenton & Stewart, 2008; Lenton et al., 2008, 2010; Finkel et al.,
2012; Wu & Chiou, 2009). While there may be steps that online dating sites can take to
help alleviate the problem of choice overload for subscribers, to date there has been little
systematic investigation of how these sites can best deal with choice overload in the
online dating environment.
One step that major self-selection sites such as Match.com and OKCupid.com
have taken to help reduce the cognitive difficulty of evaluating a list of profiles is to offer
two categorization tools—favorite and hide (a 2C system)—that allow DMs to put some
self-imposed order in a long initial list of profiles by classifying some profiles as their
favorites and hiding profiles they do not want to see again. However, despite the evident
usefulness of these categorization tools, the sites do not offer an additional positive
categorization tool (a 3C system) that arguably might provide DMs with greater
categorization flexibility and possibly reduce the negative effects of choice overload.
There are several considerations suggesting that having a third categorization tool might
be valuable to online dating DMs as they evaluate profiles. For example, it could be
valuable if a profile is not considered a favorite at a particular time but is favored enough
for the DM to want to view it again at a later time. Having a third categorization tool
would assist the DM in retaining such profiles while keeping them separate from the list
of current favorites. However, due to the lack of research in this area it was previously
unknown whether having a 3C system rather than a 2C system might provide advantages
for online dating DMs.
To determine whether a 3C system would be beneficial for online daters, it was
not enough simply to ask them whether they would favor the addition of a third
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categorization tool. To know whether the availability of a 3C categorization system
would assist in the online dating decision-making process, it was necessary first to create
a situation in which DMs were able to actually use the third category tool in a 3C system
and to compare that situation to one in which subscribers have only the use of the favorite
and hide tools (a 2C system). It was then necessary to measure outcome variables related
to the decision-making process for DMs in each group and compare the outcomes for the
two groups using statistical analysis.
Accordingly, for this study the researcher designed an experiment comparing two
conditions—the availability to online dating DMs of a 3C categorization system versus
the availability of a 2C system. This required completing several steps, including: (a)
identifying and enlisting the participation of a suitably large set of females who were
familiar with online dating; (b) obtaining permission to use 60 male online profiles that
served as the IS of profiles that participants evaluated; (c) developing two different
websites that simulated actual online dating websites, with one website incorporating a
2C categorization system and the other a 3C system; (d) developing an instrument to
measure various aspects of participants’ decision-making process; (e) setting up an
experimental situation in which participants actually evaluated an IS using either a 2C or
a 3C system and measuring several outcome variables for each participant while
controlling for potential confounding variables; and (f) carefully analyzing the data
resulting from the experiment using appropriate statistical procedures. The aspects of the
decision-making process that were measured were the participants’ cognitive difficulty in
reducing an IS of profiles to a single favored profile, their satisfaction with the decisionmaking process, and their satisfaction with their final choice of a most favored profile.
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The findings of this experiment are potentially of value to online dating sites by
allowing them to understand whether or not their subscribers and potential subscribers
would experience less cognitive difficulty in evaluating online profiles on a website with
a 3C in comparison to a 2C design. The findings can also help them to understand
whether subscribers’ satisfaction with the decision-making process and with their final
choices would be greater with one of the two systems. Initially, the findings were
considered to be potentially of value to online dating site subscribers if the they were to
show that the 3C system was preferable to the 2C system by reducing DMs’ cognitive
difficulty and increasing their satisfaction with the decision process and with their final
choice. In that event, by incorporating such a design, online dating sites could possibly
reduce the adverse effects of choice overload in the online dating environment for
millions of online dating subscribers.
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations
Several assumptions are made in the study. The first of these is the assumption
that all of the participants sincerely attempted to evaluate an initial list of profiles to
determine the single profile of the person they would most like to contact or meet out of
all the listed profiles. It is also assumed that all participants responded honestly and
accurately to all of the items on the instrument that was administered to them. To
encourage the participants to answer truthfully and accurately, they were informed that
they would remain anonymous in the study and that their responses to the instruments
would be confidential. They were also informed that they could withdraw from the study
at any time.
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Another assumption of the study is that the participants in the two different
groups were aware how many categories for classifying profiles were available to them.
This awareness could have been especially problematic for members of the 3C group
who were familiar with self-selection online dating sites with only the favorite and hide
categories. This was because they might assume that the same was true for the website
they were viewing. To help ensure that members of both groups were aware of how many
categories for classifying profiles they had available, this information was made available
in a short paragraph of instructions that all participants were required to read.
The study also has several limitations. One limitation is that the samples are only
convenience samples and not truly random samples taken from the nationwide population
of female online daters. This limits the generalizability of the study. For example, the
average age of the participants in the samples may be younger than the average age of
women online daters nationwide. The results of addressing the question of whether the
3C system was advantageous for the participants in this study is important information
that is suggestive for the entire population of female online daters. However, in order to
determine if a 3C system has advantages over a 2C system for the entire population of
female online daters, of various ages and throughout the nation, a truly random selection
from that population would have to be made in future research.
A second limitation of the study is that the measure of participants’ cognitive
difficulty in evaluating an IS of profiles and making a single preferred choice is the
participants’ self-reports of the degree of cognitive difficulty they felt they had in the
decision process. Though there are other ways to measure cognitive difficulty, the
researcher believes that asking individuals to self-report their cognitive difficulty in
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performing a decision task is an excellent way to determine the degree of ease or
difficulty they consciously experienced in performing the task.
A third limitation of the study is that the experimental procedure used is unlike
“real-world” online dating procedures in several ways. First, participants were asked to
review a list of profiles during one period to determine a most favored profile, while in an
actual online dating environment, online daters may review a list of profiles several times
and may select more than one profile that is of most interest to them. In addition, in
actual online dating environments, DMs are not asked to report on their experiences.
Furthermore, some of the participants in the study may not have been actually seeking
someone to date or get to know at the time of the study, while it is probable that almost
all actual online daters are seeking a relationship of some kind with another person. Even
though the experimental procedure differs in these respects from actual online dating
motivations and environments, every effort was made to simulate such environments as
much as possible and to motivate participants to respond as if they were seeking a
relationship with someone online.
Finally, there are several delimitations of the study. One delimitation is that study
participants were limited to heterosexual or bisexual women reviewing male profiles.
Because of this, the study results are not generalizable to male or to non-heterosexual or
non-bisexual female online daters. While the results of the study are suggestive for all
online daters, in order to confirm that the results do not just apply to heterosexual and
bisexual females it will be necessary to conduct future research. A second delimitation of
the study is that only three outcome variables were investigated as indicating advantages
of a 3C versus a 2C system. Other variables, such as enjoyment in the decision process
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and speed of making a decision, may also be relevant to the question of which
categorization system is preferable, but these were not investigated. It is believed that the
three outcome variables chosen for the study, which were the cognitive difficulty
experienced by DMs in making a decision and their satisfaction with the process and with
their final choice, are among the most important factors in determining whether a 3C
system is preferable to a 2C system on online dating sites.
A third delimitation is the fact that the system that was compared to a 2C system
had only one additional category, as opposed to having two or more additional categories.
It is possible that having a 4C or 5C system available might reduce DMs’ cognitive
difficulty in comparison to a 2C or 3C system. However, the considerations suggesting
that a 3C system may be preferable to a 2C system on self-selection online dating sites
may not extend to categorization systems with more than three categories because it
seems that using four or more categories to categorize profiles could lead to confusion
among DMs and therefore increase the cognitive difficulty of the decision task. Future
research could investigate the results of having even more categories available to online
DMs.
Definition of Terms
attribute alignability – the degree to which the alternatives in a choice set share the same
kinds of attributes (Chakravarti & Janiszewski, 2003).
choice overload – the condition in which a decision has so many alternatives or the
decision task complexity is so great that adverse consequences result, such as reduced
motivation to choose and reduced post-choice satisfaction (Chernev, Bockenholt, &
Goodman, 2010; Greifeneder et al., 2010; Iyengar & Lepper, 2000).
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cognitive difficulty – in decision making, the difficulty a DM has in making a choice, a
difficulty that varies with how many non-redundant pieces of information are to be
evaluated (Greifeneder et al., 2010).
cognitive effort – the cognitive resources that are allocated to the demands of performing
a mental task such as making a decision (Sweller, van Merrienboer, & Paas, 1998).
consideration set (CS) – the set of alternatives of a type of product under active
consideration by a DM. Typically, this set is smaller than all possible alternatives of that
type of product (Eliaz & Spiegler, 2008). In online dating, the consideration set consists
of the profiles remaining after the initial choice set is reduced to profiles of individuals
that the DM considers for possible further contact (the favorites).
decision task complexity – the amount of complexity of a decision-making task. Some
main factors affecting choice complexity are number of alternatives, number of attributes,
similarity of alternatives, amount of information associated with the alternatives, and how
the choice set is structured (Greifeneder et al., 2010; DeShazo & Fermo, 2002).
initial choice set (IS) – in online dating, the initial list of profiles that the DM reviews to
determine which individuals, if any, he or she wishes to consider for further contact.
preference construction – the formulation, during the decision-making process, of
decision criteria leading to a specific preference, as opposed to already having in mind a
clear set of decision criteria and possibly a specific preference (Chernev, 2003).
preference uncertainty – this term refers to a DM’s uncertainty about whether a particular
alternative fulfills decision criteria well enough to be retained in a consideration set.
online dating profile – a web page that includes information about an individual who is a
potential dating partner (Finkel et al., 2012).

22
satisfaction with choice outcome – a DM’s satisfaction with an alternative chosen after
the choice has been made (Iyengar & Lepper, 2000).
satisfaction with decision process – a DM’s post-choice satisfaction with the decisionmaking process (Iyengar & Lepper, 2000).
self-selection online dating site – an online dating site for which subscribers determine
the search criteria for constructing an initial choice set.
three-category (3C) classification system – on self-selection online dating sites, the
availability to the DM of three categories for classifying profiles, consisting of two
categories for retaining profiles and one category for hiding profiles.
two-category (2C) classification system – on self-selection online dating sites, the
availability to the DM of two categories for classifying profiles, consisting of one
category for retaining profiles and one category for hiding profiles
Summary
In order to assist online dating DMs with evaluating a sometimes large IS of
profiles to determine one or a few most favored profiles, popular self-selection online
dating sites such as Match.com and OKCupid.com offer two interactive decision aids: (a)
the ability to hide (temporarily reject) a profile or (b) to mark it as a favorite (a 2C
system). It is arguable that by adding a second positive categorization tool so as to
construct a 3C system, such sites could further decrease the cognitive difficulty
experienced by online dating DMs and could increase their satisfaction with the decision
procedure and with their final choices. This is because it is possible that the availability
of a second positive category could provide to DMs greater flexibility in categorizing
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profiles. However, prior to the present study, no research to test these hypotheses appears
to have been done.
In this study, the researcher examined whether a 3C system has advantages over a
2C system for females evaluating an IS of profiles of males to select a most favored
profile. Two groups of participants were investigated, one using a 2C system to
categorize profiles and the other using a 3C system. After completing the decision task,
participants in each group reported the cognitive difficulty they faced in the task, their
satisfaction with the decision process, and their satisfaction with their final choice. The
results for the two groups were then compared to determine if there were any statistically
significant differences between them.
The findings of the study provide information that is relevant to the issue of what
factors may be effective in reducing the cognitive difficulty experienced by online dating
DMs as they review and evaluate a large IS of profiles to find potential dating partners.
Accordingly, the findings are of potential value to self-selection online dating site
administrators and developers interested in the negative effects of choice overload and
the decision making experience of their subscribers.
The remainder of this dissertation consists of four chapters. In the next chapter,
literature that is relevant to the study is reviewed. In the third chapter, the methodology of
the study is explained in detail, including the enlistment of participants, the development
of the survey instrument, the construction of two simulated online dating websites, the
development of a list of 60 online dating profiles, and the procedures that were used to
conduct the experiment. The statistical methods used to analyze the data are also
explained.
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In the fourth chapter, the results of the study are presented in detail. The fifth
chapter consists of a discussion of the results, including conclusions, implications of the
study, and recommendations. The dissertation text ends with a summary of the entire
research study.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature

Introduction
This review of the literature is divided into two main parts. In the first part,
literature related to the concept of choice overload in consumer decision making is
reviewed. Literature on several key concepts for the study is reviewed in this section,
including cognitive complexity, preference construction, categorization, and attribute
alignability. In the second part, literature about choice overload in the online dating
environment is reviewed. Throughout the review, the relevance of the literature to the
study is emphasized.
At the end of the chapter is a summary of the studies reviewed. The summary
includes a table outlining the main findings of the central studies reviewed and identifies
the findings of a few of the studies as being especially important to the ideas motivating
this study.
Choice Overload in Consumer Decision Making
The results of a study conducted by Iyengar and Lepper (2000) suggest that being
presented with more versus fewer different versions of a single type of item from which
to choose can result in consumers being less likely to purchase any of the items and less
satisfied with their item choice. In one experiment, Iyengar and Lepper (2000) alternated
two tables of a single brand of jams in a food store over two days. Number of items in the
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choice set (24 versus 6) was the independent variable, while number of items
subsequently purchased was the dependent variable. Shoppers who stopped were able to
sample jams and were given a coupon for one dollar off the purchase of a jar. Though a
higher percentage of passing shoppers stopped at the 24-jam table, a much higher
percentage of shoppers who stopped at the 6-jam table subsequently purchased a jar of
the jams using the coupon (31 out of 104 [29.8%] versus 4 out of 145 [2.8%].
In another experiment, Iyengar and Lepper (2000) examined college students’
decision processes when they were offered a larger or a smaller set of chocolates to
choose from. The independent variable was the number of chocolates in a choice set—6
or 30—while the dependent variables were enjoyment of the decision process,
satisfaction and regret with their final choice, and to what degree the students chose
chocolates as compensation for their participation rather than money. The researchers
found that the students enjoyed the process of choosing a chocolate more from a set of 30
than of 6 but were more dissatisfied with their choices, regretted them more, and were
less likely to choose chocolates than money as compensation for their time when
choosing from the larger set.
For these two experiments, Iyengar and Lepper (2000) noted that although DMs
often desire more extensive choice, probably because of the increased opportunities
available, their results indicated that at least in some contexts extensive choice is actually
demotivating. The researchers held that DMs may feel more frustrated with the decision
process and dissatisfied with their choices due to feeling more responsible. They
theorized that the greater dissatisfaction among those facing extensive rather than limited
choice may result from an increased tendency to disengage from the decision-making
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process and that choice overload effects might be stronger in decision-making contexts
where the cost associated with what is perceived as the wrong decision are greater.
Notably, Iyengar, Huberman, and Jiang (2004), commenting on the chocolate experiment,
suggested that frustration arises in deciding among numerous alternatives due to the
complexity of the decision-making task. This suggestion implies that by increasing DMs’
frustration, the complexity of a task increases the cognitive difficulty experienced by the
DM in making a choice.
Task Complexity and Cognitive Difficulty
The relevance of the Iyengar and Lepper (2000) experiments to the online dating
decision-making environment is that they suggest that although online dating DMs may
appreciate an extensive number of profiles from which to choose, having to deal with
numerous alternatives and their associated information may increase decision task
complexity that results in added cognitive difficulty and decreased satisfaction with the
decision process and with final choices made. These effects might be exacerbated by the
perceived importance of making correct match choices.
The comment made by Iyengar et al. (2004) implicating decision task complexity
as a cause for choice frustration is suggestive, but while Iyengar et al. (2004) only briefly
mentioned the complexity as a factor adding to the DM’s cognitive difficulty when
dealing with larger choice sets, Greifeneder et al. (2010) went considerably further in
investigating choice complexity by conducting an experiment with 121 students at
Mannheim University in Germany who were given a decision task of choosing a pen they
most liked out of an array of pens. The independent variables were the number of
alternative pens (6, 15, or 30) and the number of attributes of the alternatives (1 or 6).
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The dependent variables were the students’ perception of the complexity of their decision
task and their satisfaction with their final choice. Analysis by ANOVA showed that the
students perceived less complexity with the 6-alternative condition and less complexity
with the single attribute condition. Their satisfaction with the choices they made was less
the more alternatives there were when the alternatives were differentiated on 6 attributes,
but there was no difference in satisfaction with choices made among the different number
of alternatives when they were differentiated on only one attribute.
Greifeneder et al. (2010) performed a similar experiment with 108 students, this
time using MP3 players that the participants had a chance of receiving at the end of the
experiment. Again, 6, 15, or 30 alternatives were offered, this time differentiated on
either 4 or 9 attributes. The results again showed that both the number of alternatives and
the number of attributes were related to perceived decision task complexity and that more
numerous alternatives led to less satisfaction with the final choice made for the 9attribute condition but that there was no difference in satisfaction for the alternative
conditions with only 4 attributes.
Greifeneder et al. (2010) explained their results by holding that the results
suggested that choice overload effects may only occur after a certain degree of
complexity is present in the decision task. They argued against the idea that a single
factor such as number of alternatives should be seen as a driver of choice overload effects.
Instead, they held that choice overload effects can result from multiple factors, including
the number of alternatives, their similarity, and the amount of information associated with
the alternatives. Because these factors all increase the complexity of the decision process,
they increase its difficulty. The way in which these factors increase decision complexity
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may be by increasing the number of elementary information processes required to make
the decision. This is suggested by the widespread view among researchers in behavioral
decision theory that what determines the cognitive difficulty of a decision is the number
of elementary information processes a DM must execute when making that decision
(Hastie, 2001). Thus, an increase in the number of alternatives, the information associated
with each alternative, and how different the alternatives are from one another may all be
factors that are likely to increase the number of elementary processes required. It is
notable that Greifeneder et al. (2010) also maintained that aspects of the choice context
other than the number of alternatives, their similarity, and their associated information
may contribute to or reduce choice complexity.
The relevance of Greifeneder et al.’s (2010) study for this study is the idea that as
the complexity of a decision task increases, the decision’s difficulty increases, leading to
overload effects. Choice overload effects that may tend to occur when an online dating
DM reviews a large IS of profiles can similarly be seen as due to the complexity of the
decision task, which increases the cognitive difficulty involved in performing the task.
Furthermore, Greifeneder et al. may be correct in claiming that factors in a choice task
other than number and similarity of alternatives and their associated information may
affect decision task complexity. One of these other features in the online dating
environment may be the categorization options available to DMs as they evaluate profiles.
In fact, DeShazo and Fermo (2002) maintained that in addition to the number of
alternatives and number of attributes, the way the attributes are configured in a choice set
affects decision task complexity. While DeShazo and Fermo focused on the distribution
of alternatives across the choice set as a measure of how attributes are configured, the
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way in which alternatives and information are structured and categorized is another factor
pertinent to dealing with choice overload (Mogilner et al., 2008; Wan et al., 2003). This
suggests that the categorization options open to online dating DMs may affect the
complexity and thus cognitive difficulty of the decision task as they review profiles. In
particular, the use of a 3C system may tend to reduce this complexity in comparison to a
2C system and thereby the difficulty of making a decision. In addition, by making it
easier for online dating DMs to categorize profiles that are not currently favorites but that
they are interested in viewing again, the availability of a 3C system may increase the
DMs’ positive affect during the decision task since being able to successfully categorize
an item is believed to lead to positive affect by reducing uncertainty (Cohen & Basu,
1987). Furthermore, since having to expend greater cognitive effort to make a decision is
associated with negative affect (Garbarino & Edell, 1997), a reduction in cognitive
difficulty may in turn increase online dating DMs’ satisfaction with the decision process
and with their final choice.
Evidence for Additional Factors Affecting Choice Overload
Other research that has found choice overload results for various kinds of products
include studies by Mogilner et al. (2008), Shah and Wolford (2007), Reutskaja and
Hogarth (2009), and Chernev (2003). Scheibehenne, Greifeneder, and Todd (2010) listed
various reasons given by researchers for the view that having too many options in a
certain category may result in a smaller probability that any choice will be made or that
the choice made will be judged to be less satisfying. These reasons include the following:
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•

Having larger choice sets within a category makes choosing more difficult
because differences between attractive options get smaller and information
about them increases.

• Being presented with larger choice sets makes doing an exhaustive comparison
of all options less desirable given the increased time and effort involved, and
this may foster apprehension that the optimal choice cannot be made.
• As choice sets get larger, the attractiveness of attractive but unchosen options
likely becomes greater, which may lead to more counterfactual thinking and
regret concerning what was not chosen.
• Large choice sets may increase DMs’ expectations, which may not be met if
options are very similar, reducing DMs’ satisfaction with the chosen option.
Scheinbehenne et al. (2010) cite Schwartz (2000) as suggesting this view.
Each of these suggested reasons for choice overload effects can be viewed as following
from the increased complexity of the decision task and the resulting increase in cognitive
difficulty that follows from larger choice sets, whether that be due simply to an increased
number of alternatives or, in addition, the associated increase in information or greater
difficulty differentiating alternatives by their attributes.
Several studies that have attempted to replicate those that have found a negative
effect of choice overload have failed to find similar effects. For instance, Scheibehenne
(2008) attempted to replicate the results of the Iyengar and Lepper (2000) jam study in a
supermarket in Germany but found no negative effects from consumers being faced with
a greater assortment of options. The study was done in an upscale grocery store in Berlin,
Germany. The independent variables were the number of jams in the choice set (6 or 24)

32
and the value of a cents-off coupon to buy a jam that was provided to participants (.5 or 1
euro). The number of redeemed coupons, which operationalized purchase motivation,
was the dependent variable. Of a total 504 customers over 2 days that saw one of the
different size assortments of jams and received one of the coupons, significantly more
(46% versus 24%) redeemed a 1-euro coupon compared to a .5-euro coupon) (p < .001).
However, no relation was found between assortment size and number of redeemed
coupons. These contrary research results suggest that the findings by Iyengar and Lepper
(2000) and others suggesting adverse consequences of choice overload may have been
subject to the influence of variables that are not well understood.
In an attempt to determine conditions that may be sufficient for the occurrence of
choice overload, Scheibehenne et al. (2010) conducted a meta-analysis of 50 studies from
2000 to 2009 concerned with the possibility of choice overload. After analyzing studies
and their results, the researchers found that the mean effect size across a total of 63
conditions in the studies was 0.02. Their conclusion was that no sufficient conditions for
choice overload could be identified and that this result suggested that the occurrence of
adverse conditions due to choice overload is not a robust phenomenon. The researchers
went on to speculate about factors whose occurrence or non-occurrence in the 50 studies
may have influenced whether negative consequences of having a large choice set were or
were not found. They identified four such factors: (a) the ease of comparison or lack of
ease of comparison of the options presented in the choice sets; (b) the amount of
information that decision makers were required to process about the items in the choice
sets, for example the number of attributes involved; (c) how much decision makers were
under time pressure to make their decisions; and (d) how the various options were
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categorized or arranged. These four factors can all be viewed as related to the complexity
and cognitive difficulty of the decision task and it is notable that the first and fourth
factor are directly related to the issue of what categorization tools are available to online
dating DMs. Again, it is arguable that a 3C system is preferable to a 2C system by
allowing online dating DMs greater control and freedom in categorizing profiles. This
likely makes comparison of alternatives easier, reducing the cognitive resources that are
allocated to the demands of making a decision (Sweller et al., 1998) and thus the
cognitive difficulty of evaluating profiles.
Preference Construction and Decision Task Complexity
It is notable that the results of several studies suggest that dealing with large
choice sets negatively affects individuals’ decisions only when they are not familiar with
the items in the choice set and do not have prior preferences for any of the items. These
findings suggest that decision task complexity in the face of large choice sets is less for
DMs with clearly defined prior preferences or clearly defined decision criteria in
comparison to those whose decision criteria are constructed during the decision making
process. The latter type of DM can be termed preference constructors in the sense that
during the decision-making process, they formulate the decision criteria that eventually
lead to a specific preference. Their decision making procedure is in contrast to DMs who
choose on the basis of an already existing set of decision criteria or a specific preference
(Chernev, 2003).
A study that distinguished between these two kinds of DM was conducted by
Mogilner et al. (2008), who found that the final choice satisfaction of DMs who
constructed their preferences at the time of choosing decreased if a large choice set of
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magazines was arranged in only three categories as opposed to 18 categories. The
participants were university students in two groups: those who chose a magazine they
regularly read (preference matchers) and those who chose a magazine they did not
regularly read (preference constructors). Participants chose from a total of 144 magazines
categorized in either 3 categories (men’s, women’s, and general interest) or 18
informative categories (e.g., sports, craft, and computing). The independent variables
were being a preference constructor or a preference matcher and number of categories.
The dependent variables were satisfaction with the final choice of a magazine and
perception of variety. Results showed no differences in perception of variety or
satisfaction with final choice between the two different preference matcher groups. But
for the preference constructor groups, perception of variety and satisfaction with final
choice was significantly greater for the 18-category condition.
Mogilner et al. (2008) explained their findings by arguing that the more extensive
categorization of options was a perceptual cue that increased preference constructors’
perception of variety in the magazine display, which added to their sense of selfdetermination, thereby increasing their satisfaction with their final choice. What Mogilner
et al. did not argue is the possibility that increasing the number of magazine categories
may also have decreased the complexity and cognitive difficulty of the choice task by
putting greater order into the magazine array and making it cognitively easier for
preference constructors to identify a type of magazine that would be of interest to them.
Thus it may have been that more extensive categorization increased final choice
satisfaction not only by providing perceptual cues that increased perception of variety and
sense of self-determination; it may have also acted as a cognitive tool that helped
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decrease the complexity and difficulty of the decision process. Both factors may have
worked together to increase final choice satisfaction.
Mogilner et al.’s (2008) findings are notable for two reasons. First, they indicate
that the way options in a choice set are categorized can have important ramifications for
decision tasks. Brough and Chernev (2012) appear to agree, holding that categorization is
a fundamental process that underlies consumer decisions. These considerations suggest
the potential usefulness of providing categorization tools to online DMs and the
possibility that providing three such tools rather than just two may be beneficial in
reducing perceived cognitive difficulty and increasing choice satisfaction. Second,
Mogilner et al.’s (2008) findings also suggest that providing online dating DMs with
three categorization tools may have benefits more for DMs who do not have clearly
defined decision criteria or preferences, i.e., preference constructors.
Adding to the evidence that the complexity of a decision process may be greater
for preference constructors, a study done by Chernev (2003) found that whether or not
DMs had an ideal set of attributes in mind when making a choice was related to their
preference for the choice they finally made. The independent variables were the presence
or non-presence of an ideal set of attributes in mind and the size of a choice set of
chocolates (4 or 16). The dependent variable was preference for the chocolates that were
finally chosen. Presence or absence of an ideal set of attributes in the participants’ minds
was operationalized by asking one group of participants to rank-order key attributes of
chocolate in the order of their importance and not asking the other group to do this. The
researchers found that the group that had not articulated an ideal set of attributes had a
lower preference for the choice they actually made when they chose from a more
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numerous choice set. The DMs that did have an articulated set of ideal attributes had a
lower preference for the choice they actually made when they chose from the less
numerous choice set.
It seems likely that in Chernev’s (2003) study, the act of rank-ordering the
perceived key attributes of chocolate helped prime preferences for that group. In contrast,
it is probable that since those in the other group were not asked to rank-order attributes of
chocolate, they were relatively uncertain of their preferences. The finding that those more
certain of their preferences were more satisfied with their final choice from the larger
choice set while those less certain of their preferences were more satisfied with their final
choice from the smaller set suggests the possibility that online dating DMs may find the
task of evaluating a large IS more complex and cognitively difficult if they are preference
constructors.
Preference Construction and Online Dating
The idea that decision complexity increases if online dating DMs construct their
decision criteria at the time of evaluation may become clearer in view of what would
ideally be the general nature of the online decision-making process when DMs already
have an articulated set of decision criteria reduce when they begin reducing a large initial
choice set of online dating profiles to a smaller consideration set. This general nature
would be for the DM to consciously and explicitly perform a global evaluation in which
he or she considers each profile as a weighted vector of personal attributes, x1, x2,
x3, ....., xn, where, for example, x1 = age, x2 = facial appearance, x3 = education, and so
on through xn. Ideally, this weighted function of attributes would consist of available
decision criteria (ADC) in the sense that the criteria are explicitly, consciously
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entertained and applied by the DM to the decision-making task at hand. Given this kind
of ideal scenario and a 2C classification system, a DM who marks a profile as a Favorite
is applying an ADC and deciding that the profile rates highly enough on one or more
weighted attributes that it passes a high cut-off point. In marking a profile hide, the DM is
deciding, upon applying the ADC, that the profile rates poorly enough on one or more
weighted attributes that it fails to rise above a low cut-off point.
Based on this idealized understanding of the decision process the online dating
DM undertakes when he or she already has an articulated set of decision criteria, then
constructing a more manageable consideration set of favored profiles out of a large initial
choice set would be a relatively clear-cut matter when using a 2C classification system.
However, it is arguable that many online dating DMs do not enter the profile evaluation
process with a full and explicit ADC; rather, the decision criteria of many DMs may be at
least partly constructed as the evaluation proceeds. That decisions are often constructed
during the decision process is held by a number of researchers. For example, Yu and
Chen (2012) claim that decision-making criteria may vary over time and may mutually
interact with other elements of the decision context such as the alternatives. Hauser et al.
(2009, p. 15) hold that in cases where criteria are not clear, the DM’s decision rules may
vary and may be constructed “on the fly.” Johnson et al. (2005) claim that for many
common decisions, people do not have a set of stable, well-ordered values that they can
apply to a decision problem but that they construct their values and thereby their
preferences at the moment a question is asked. It appears clear that in speaking of
constructing a set of well-ordered values, Johnson and colleagues are referring to
decision-making criteria.
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That the online dating environment may be one in which DMs tend to at least
partly construct their decision criteria during the profile evaluation process rather than
beginning that process with a preconceived ADC is suggested by Chernev’s (2003) view
that while discussions of consumer decision making often assume that the DM has
decision criteria that are readily available, in actuality, consumers often face choices for
which they “lack sufficient expertise” (p. 171) and thus have no ADC. Instead, they must
construct an ideal attribute combination at the same time that they search for an option
that best matches that ideal combination. By the phrase “lack sufficient expertise,”
Chernev appears to mean having insufficient prior knowledge about the domain of choice,
including the alternatives available. If so, the online dating environment appears to be a
clear example of a domain in which many DMs typically have insufficient prior
knowledge about the domain of choice, at least for initial searches of profiles. Thus,
Chernev’s (2003) assertions suggest that in evaluating profiles, online dating DMs may
often tend to construct their decision criteria rather than having a complete ADC readily
available when they begin the evaluation process.
In particular, a DM may not be explicitly aware of all of one or both of the two
fundamental features of his or her decision criteria: (a) all of the attributes being used to
evaluate profiles, and (b) the weights being given to each of those attributes. Furthermore,
even if the DM does initially have an explicit ADC, it may be changeable. One way this
might occur is for the weight given an attribute to vary for different profiles depending on
other attributes listed in the profile. For example, in reviewing a man’s profile, a female
DM may weight the man’s attribute of having a doctorate more heavily if the doctorate is
known to be in the field of computer science rather than art history, or vice versa. In sum,
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cut-off levels, both high and low, may be somewhat vague not only because a DM may
not be explicitly aware of all elements of the decision criteria he or she is applying, but
because the decision criteria themselves are fluid while being constructed.
As a result of this unclarity and changeability in decision criteria, the complexity
of the decision process may increase, making it more difficult for a DM to decide how to
categorize some of the profiles in an IS. Most notably, a particular profile may not seem
at first to rise to the level of a Favorite, but may rise high enough to still hold some
interest for the DM so that he or she does not want to reject the profile outright by
applying the Hide function. Instead, the DM may want to view the profile again at a later
time to determine how it fares at that point. But in a 2C system there is no third category
available for classifying the profile. It is thus problematic to suppose that all DMs will
comfortably apply an ADC to all profiles in a large initial choice set in a rigid AcceptReject fashion when only two categories are available. The presence of profiles that
cannot be clearly classified into one of the available categories in a 2C system and yet
that the DM would like to retain for further evaluation can be expected to lead to
increased cognitive complexity and thus increased cognitive difficulty as the DM
attempts to reduce an IS to a more manageable CS.
Given these considerations, there is reason to believe that the availability of three
rather than two categories may be beneficial for online dating DMs, especially insofar as
they construct their preferences at the time of evaluation. A 3C system could be
beneficial by reducing the cognitive complexity and thereby the cognitive difficulty of
the decision task. The presence of a second positive category, a “Maybe” category, could
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serve to hold any profiles that the DM does not want to mark as a Favorite on first
examination but wants to set aside for possible additional review.
Categorization
Since categorization is central to the present study, it is appropriate to review
literature pertinent to the idea of categorization. It is especially important to investigate
how the concepts of natural categories and ad hoc categories relate to the study. It is
argued at the end of this sub-section that given the potentially large number of properties
that online dating DMs may use to structure an ad hoc Favorites category, a 3C system
might have advantages over a 2C system.
Categorization is a basic mental operation by which people classify things—
objects, events, and other people—as being similar to each other. Categorization helps
structure information about the world, promotes cognitive economy, and is an aide to
decision making (Warglien & Antonova, 2010). According to the classical theory of
categorization, a category consists of all things that share a set of properties that are each
necessary and together sufficient to identify them as being of the same category
(Margolis, 1994). However, this classical understanding came to be thought by many,
including Rosch (1973), to be too restrictive given the manner in which humans actually
perform categorization. Categories began to be understood as sets that often have
somewhat vague boundaries, with membership in a category determined by a thing’s
possessing a sufficient number but not necessarily all of the set of attributes associated
with the category. One theory of this type, called prototype theory, was suggested by
Rosch (1973). According to prototype theory, there are members of a category that are
viewed as the most prototypical members of the category. Other things and types of
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things are judged to be or not be members of the category depending on how similar they
are to prototypical members. In contrast to prototype theory, exemplar theory (Nosofsky,
1988) claims that a number of exemplars of a category are held in an individual’s
memory and that classifying new things as being in the same category is done through
comparing the new thing to those exemplars rather than to a single prototype.
An important distinction that can be drawn between two types of categories is the
distinction between natural and ad hoc categories. A natural category is one that groups
together a kind of natural things that have similar natural properties, for example the
category of fruits or of birds (Rosch, 1973; Rosch, Mervis, Gray, Johnson, & BoyesBraem, 1976). Ad hoc categories, in contrast, consist of those that are constructed
because they are “instrumental in achieving goals” (Barsalou, 1983, p. 214). Barsalou
holds that ad hoc categories are structured by dimensions of the goal that the category is
intended to serve. One example he gives of an ad hoc category is the category things not
to eat on a diet, where the property that structures the category is the property of calories.
He also cites the ad hoc category of things an individual might intend to sell at a garage
sale, noting that this category may include a number of diverse items that are classified
together for the purpose of the conducting the garage sale. He argues that although the
properties of objects in natural categories generally have a degree of correlation with one
another, this is not the case with ad hoc categories. However, the results of an experiment
conducted by Barsalou (1983) showed that ad hoc categories, like natural categories, do
have graded structure, with some members serving as better exemplars of the category
than others.
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The first kind of category, natural categories, are clearly pertinent to the decision
task faced by online dating DMs since various natural qualities of potential partners are
typically of interest to the DM. The most obvious of these natural characteristics are
features such as a person’s gender, physique, eye color, and age. Less obvious natural
categories might be characteristics such as marital status, being a student vs. a nonstudent,
and being or not being a parent. In evaluating profiles of individuals, online DMs are
typically interested in which natural properties the individual being evaluated has and
thus what natural categories the individual belongs to. In fact, the entire evaluation
process essentially requires determining what natural categories apply to potential dating
partners.
Ad hoc goal-directed categories are also pertinent to the decision task of
evaluating profiles. This is clear from the fact that in reviewing an initial choice set of
profiles, an online dating DM typically constructs a Favorites category to help achieve
the goal of locating one or a few individuals for further contact. In such cases, the
Favorites category is an ad hoc category. An important difference between this kind of ad
hoc category and one such as Barsalou’s (1983) example of things not to eat is that the
latter is structured by the single property of calories or excess calories, while the
Favorites category may be structured by a number of natural properties of the individuals
who are listed in the various profiles. For example, a DM may favor blue eyes, a certain
height, a square jaw, a prominent nose, brown hair, and a particular age range and use
those properties to construct a Favorites category with profiles of individuals who have
several, though not necessarily all, of those qualities.
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Furthermore, this ad hoc category of Favorites may have a graded structure as
Barsalou (1983) found for other ad hoc categories, with some members being better
exemplars of the category than others. To determine which members are, in the final
analysis, the best exemplars is the actual goal of the DM. However, achieving this goal
may be complicated by there being a considerable number of individuals’ properties and
combinations of properties that are of interest to the DM. For those DMs who structure
their category of favorites by many favored properties, having a two positive categories
may be an advantage. In particular, profiles indicating individuals with some of the
attractive properties or combinations of properties could be classified into one of the
positive categories, while profiles indicating individuals with other attractive properties
could be classified into the second positive category. This might reduce confusion due to
the sheer number of properties that are attractive to a DM and simplify the task of
deciding which properties or combinations of properties of the individuals being
evaluated are the most attractive and help the DM make a final choice. Thus, given the
nature of the ad hoc categorization that online dating DMs undertake in their evaluation,
and the large number of favored properties that might be used to structure a category of
Favorites, the availability of a 3C over a 2C categorization system might have advantages
for at least some of those DMs.
Alignable vs. Non-Alignable Attributes
Chakravarti and Janiszewski (2003) examined how alignability of attributes was
related to the structure of a consideration set. Participants were students in a university
marketing course. The independent variable was the alignability of alternatives in two
sub-categories in each of four main categories of products. There were three conditions of
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alignability: low, medium, and high. The independent variable was the number of crosssub-category choices in the four-member consideration sets the students chose for each of
the main categories of products. The results showed that high alignability of attributes
was associated with more cross-category selections than medium alignability, and
medium alignability was associated with more cross-category selections than low
alignability. The researchers concluded, “As the alignability of the attributes describing
two homogeneous groups of alternatives increased, people became more willing to
include alternatives from both groups” (p. 249).
Chakravarti and Janiszewski (2003) maintained that the reason for their result is
that in general, reduction of cognitive effort is a main goal in decision making and that
comparing alternatives requires less cognitive effort if they have alignable features.*
Notably, the researchers also held that a second main goal in decision making is to make
the best choice, and that this may require comparing alternatives with non-alignable
features. Zhang and Markman (2001) agreed that DMs generally prefer to compare
alternatives with alignable features. However, both Zhang and Markman and Chakravarti
and Janiszewki found that the more DMs are involved with the decision process, the
more likely they are to entertain alternatives that are not alignable.
The findings from the studies by Chakravarti and Janiszewski (2003) and Zhang
and Markman (2001) suggest that in the online dating environment, where involvement is
likely to be high, DMs seek to fulfill two main goals of decision making—to reduce
cognitive effort and to make the best choice. Therefore, they prefer to reduce cognitive
*

In general, online dating profiles are alignable to the extent that they contain the same types of information.
Specifically, if two profiles list n attributes and the kinds of attributes listed [such as age, body type, and
preferred activities] are all the same, then the profiles are fully alignable. To the extent that one or both
profiles list kinds of attributes the other does not, the profiles are non-alignable. Thus, there are
degrees of alignability
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effort by comparing alternatives with mostly alignable features, and yet they may want to
closely examine profiles of interest that are not well aligned with other profiles.
Findings from a study conducted by Sun, Keh, and Lee (2012) also suggest that
online DMs may want to compare profiles with alignable features while also evaluating
some with non-alignable features. Sun et al. (2012) agreed that research has shown that
DMs tend to prefer alignable attributes when evaluating products because doing so
reduces cognitive difficulty. However, they also noted that there is greater uncertainty
involved in evaluating services than in evaluating products, especially for credence
services compared to experience services. Credence services are unlike experience
services in that they are difficult to evaluate even with experience. Examples of credence
services are financial advising services, physicians’ services, and appraisal services.
Examples of experience services are lawn mowing services, restaurant services, and air
travel services. Sun et al. (2012) noted that because of greater uncertainty, consumers
tend to pay more attention and deliberate more when comparing different credence
service options than they do when evaluating experience service options.
In their first study, Sun et al. (2012) found that when participants evaluated
experience services (such as restaurant dining) they made greater use of alignable versus
non-alignable attributes when evaluating options. However, when they evaluated
credence services (such as physicians’ services), they made greater use of non-alignable
versus alignable attributes when evaluating options. In their second and third studies, Sun
et al. (2012) found that by manipulating uncertainty alone, the use of alignable versus
non-alignable attributes varied when evaluating options, with greater uncertainty
positively associated with greater use of non-alignable attributes.
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The results of Sun et al.’s (2012) studies are relevant to online dating decision
processes because choosing an online dating partner is in some ways like choosing a
service, rather than a product. For example, for some online daters the “service” could be
considered to be the chosen person providing the DM with friendship, companionship,
and activity partnership. It is also more like a credence service than an experience service
since there may be considerable uncertainty regarding whether a profile is constructed
honestly and to what degree the DM may be compatible with the individual that is
described in a profile. The online dating DM must take it on faith that an attractive profile
was constructed honestly and that the person described would continue to be of interest if
further communication is established. Because of this uncertainty, online dating DMs are
likely to be interested in reviewing profiles with non-alignable attributes. The findings of
Sun et al.’s (2012) studies therefore suggest that online dating DMs do not just want to
review profiles with alignable attributes in order to reduce cognitive difficulty; they may
also want to review profiles with non-alignable attributes because of the uncertainty
associated with making online dating decisions and their desire to make the best choice.
Thus, Sun et al.’s (2012) findings agree with those of Chakravarti and Janiszewski
(2003) and Zhang and Markman (2001) insofar as they suggest that in the online dating
environment, DMs may want to compare interesting alternatives with mostly alignable
features to reduce cognitive effort, but also may want examine profiles of interest that are
not well aligned in order to make the best choice given the information available.
Arguably, these comparisons could most easily be done by categorizing profiles together
that are of interest. But in order to fulfill both goals in a 2C system, it would be necessary
for DMs to include both mostly alignable and significantly non-alignable profiles in a
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single category. To do so with a 3C system, on the other hand, DMs would be able to
include the mostly alignable profiles of interest in one category and the significantly nonalignable profiles of interest in a second category. The option to choose the latter
classification scheme should make it more attractive to DMs to retain non-alignable
profiles of interest, thereby reducing uncertainty, while at the same time being able to
reduce cognitive difficulty by evaluating interesting profiles with alignable features all
together in a single category. The 3C system would thus reduce the complexity of the
task of evaluating both types of profile, alignable and non-alignable, and in that way
reduce the overall cognitive difficulty of the decision task. As a result, DMs using a 3C
system are likely to be more satisfied with their final choice and to experience reduced
cognitive difficulty when compared to those using a 2C system.
A review done by Chernev (2012) of studies concerned with how product
assortment is related to consumer choice highlighted some considerations that are
relevant to how online dating DMs may benefit from categorization options. In particular,
Chernev noted that research findings have identified the way an assortment is presented
to consumers as a dimension that can help optimize the decision process. By simplifying
the decision-making process, logical organization reduces the cognitive costs of making a
decision. Organization is especially important when the choice set is numerous because
complexity increases as size increases.
In the case of online dating DMs who use categorization tools to classify profiles
according to the DM’s interest in the profiles, all for the objective of choosing one or a
few profiles to possibly contact and meet, the organization is self-imposed rather than
imposed from the outside. However, it seems likely that the same principles referred to
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by Chernev (2012) would be applicable in those environments. By being able to
categorize profiles in regard to how interesting they seem, a DM can assign his or her
own logical organization to an initial choice set. This ability to assign categories may be
especially beneficial in the case of large sets of profiles. In those cases, having available a
3C categorization system may be more beneficial than having only a 2C system.
Choice Overload in Online Dating
Relatively little research on decision making in the online dating environment has
been conducted to date. Most of the research that has been conducted appears directed
toward issues related to choice set size and overload effects. Several representative
studies are reviewed here.
Lenton et al. (2008, 2010) investigated online daters’ (a) expectations of how
choice set size would affect their decision process in choosing a mate and their
expectations of satisfaction with their mate choice and (b) the online daters’ actual
experience of how set size affects their decision process and their actual satisfaction with
their mate choice. In the first study, 88 individuals from the University of Cambridge UK
community (average age 22.5 and 58% female) were asked to imagine having joined an
online dating site with the purpose of choosing one individual of the opposite sex who
they most preferred to contact, and to rank their preferences for 10 different initial choice
set sizes: 1, 4, 10, 20, 50, 100, 250, 600, 1000, or 5000. These set sizes constituted the
independent variable. They were also asked, for each set size: (a) what difficulty they
expected in making a selection from that size, (b) how satisfied they believed they would
be with the individual selected from a set of that size, (c) how much regret they
anticipated concerning the person selected from a set of that size, and (d) how much
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enjoyment of the selection process they anticipated for a set that size. Responses to these
questions were the study’s dependent variables. The results showed that both men and
women expected that they would be more satisfied with their choice, would experience
less regret over their choice, would enjoy the selection process more, and would
generally prefer to select a potential mate out of a choice set size of 20 to 50.
The results of Lenton et al.’s (2008, 2010) study suggest that although DMs are
generally thought to prefer more extensive choice (Iyengar & Lepper, 2000), many online
daters may actually prefer a limited set of profiles. The reason for this may be that the
DMs anticipate that the larger the set of profiles they must evaluate, the greater the
decision task complexity will be; and the greater the complexity, the more cognitive
effort would be required and the more cognitively difficult the task would be. The DMs
may calculate that the chance of making a more suitable mate choice from a list of over
20 to 50 profiles would not be so great as to warrant the additional cognitive difficulty
required to evaluate a longer list of profiles. In the actual online dating environment,
however, it is not unusual for DMs to encounter the decision task complexity that comes
with a much larger IS. While there may not be much difference between 2C and 3C
systems when the decision task is to evaluate an IS consisting of 20 profiles, for an IS of
more than 50 profiles, the additional categorization options available from a 3C system
may substantially lower the cognitive difficulty of the decision task as well as decrease
DMs’ post-choice satisfaction with the decision process and with their final choice.
In Lenton et al.’s (2008, 2010) second study, 91 individuals (mean age 21.77, 58
women and 37 men) heterosexual and bisexual individuals from the University of
Cambridge UK community were presented with one of two conditions: a choice set size
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of 4 or 20 opposite-sex individuals from which to choose the one person they most
preferred to contact and possibly meet. Set size was the independent variable. After
making their choice, the participants were surveyed to determine their difficulty with and
enjoyment of the decision-making process, satisfaction with their final choice, regret for
the choice they made, and desire to choose from a smaller or a larger choice set. Answers
to these questions were the dependent variables. After being reminded of 15 profile
criteria such as age, location, and height, the participants were asked to indicate, for their
chosen profile, the particulars for each of these criteria. Results showed that the
participants experienced both choice set sizes as equally difficult to choose from and the
same in terms of enjoyment, final choice satisfaction, and regret. Choice set size was
unrelated to the accuracy of the women’s recall of profile criteria, but the men had better
recall in the 4-profile condition. Participants in the 20-profile condition had more
memory confabulations than those in the 4-profile condition. Based on results from the
two studies, the researchers argued that though people think they will be more satisfied,
experience more enjoyment, and be less regretful if they select a potential long-term mate
from 20 options, in actuality selecting from 4 options works as well.
Lenton et al. (2008, 2010) concluded from their experiments that although DMs
realize that at some point the additional cognitive effort required to evaluate an extensive
set of profiles is greater than benefits gained, they might not be aware of how soon that
point is reached. The researchers called upon evolutionary considerations to suggest why
choice set sizes of 20 to 50 may seem ideal to online dating DMs, but noted that the large
choice sets sometimes offered by today’s online dating sites may far exceed this number.
They also held that DMs are more likely to make mistakes as choice set sizes increase.
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The relevance of Lenton et al.’s (2008, 2010) experiments to the present study is
that although Lenton et al. did not identify decision task complexity as a factor, it is clear
that the cognitive difficulty they discuss of evaluating larger choice sets is due to the
increased complexity of those sets. When there are more alternatives, the information
associated with those alternatives increases, which adds to decision task complexity and
cognitive difficulty (Greifeneder et al., 2010). Another factor that may help to reduce or
further increase this complexity is the way in which the choice set is structured (DeShazo
& Fermo, 2002; Wan et al., 2003). On self-selection online dating sites, DMs are able to
determine that structure to some extent by categorizing profiles themselves as Favorites
in a 2C system. They would have more categorization options and would thus be able to
have a greater effect on the structure of the choice set they are evaluating and be able to
reduce the complexity of the decision process and its cognitive difficulty if they had
available the additional category that a 3C system offers.
Lenton and Stewart (2008) investigated how the number of online dating profiles
(the independent variable) in an initial choice set was related to 100 females’ experience
of narrowing down the options to a single profile. The participants were randomly
assigned to one of three conditions: 4, 24, or 64 profiles in the initial choice set on an
online dating site and were timed as they reduced the set to a single profile of the male
that they hypothetically would most like to contact for further communication and
possibly to date. Results indicated that the participants changed their decision-making
strategies as the number of options in the initial choice set increased, relying more on
non-compensatory, attribute-based strategies. Multiple linear regressions showed that
participants reported similar levels of satisfaction with the decision-making process and
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the choice made for all three conditions. However, the women who had higher mate
standards in regard to the qualities of attractiveness, intelligence, health, sociability,
education, earnings, wit, being warm-hearted, and being in a high-status occupation had
greater satisfaction when confronting extensive choice compared to less choice.
Though having higher mate standards is different from having well-defined prior
preferences, it may have been that the women in Lenton and Stewart’s (2008) study who
had higher mate standards had developed those standards by considering more fully than
the other women the qualifications they desired in a match. In doing so, they also likely
developed more well-defined prior preferences for a match. It is therefore not surprising
that the women with higher mate standards were more satisfied with a more extensive
choice set since this finding is in line with Chernev’s (2003) conclusion that extensive
choice may not have sizeable affective or meta-cognitive downsides if the choosers have
well-defined prior preferences. Again, this is evidence that it is online dating DMs
without well-defined prior preferences for whom the choice complexity of large choice
sets is most likely to cause greater cognitive effort and dissatisfaction with the choice
process. It is these preference constructors that may benefit most from the reduction of
decision task complexity that might result from a 3C system over a 2C system.
Wu and Chiou (2009) examined the online dating decisions of 128 Taiwanese
youth and adults (69 men and 59 women, ages 18 to 26) who had experience in online
romantic relationships. The participants first reported the characteristics they found
desirable in a romantic relationship on 16 attributes but did not order these attributes from
most important to least. They were then assigned to one of three conditions that differed
in the number of profiles in the initial choice set: 30, 60, or 90 profiles. Size of choice set
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was the independent variable. Participants were instructed to examine the profiles in the
initial choice set until they located a single preferred target partner for a romantic
relationship. True goodness of match of each target option was determined by the
differences between the scores of each participant’s most desired characteristics and the
characteristics of the selected option, with greater differences representing worse choices.
Dependent measures were number of profiles searched, goodness of match for all profiles
viewed and for the chosen profile, and the degree of selectivity (how much time was
spent by participants reviewing better as opposed to worse alternatives as indicated by
their most desired characteristics).
Analysis of the results of Wu and Chiou’s (2009) study shows that the more
dating profile options initially provided to the participants, the more profiles they actually
examined. Participants’ average goodness of match for all profiles viewed and for the
chosen profile was highest when the initial choice set of profiles offered was 30 and
lowest when it was 90. Analysis also revealed that selectivity was greatest when the size
of the initial choice set was 30 and lowest when it was 90. The researchers held that these
results showed that providing more options resulted in increased searching and decreased
choice quality. Larger initial choice sets triggered additional searches, led to less selective
processing, and reduced the participants’ ability to screen out options that were inferior
based on their reported initial selection criteria. The researchers concluded that from a
cognitive processing perspective, considering a large initial choice set may lead people to
make mistakes due to increasing cognitive load and may leave them with less time to
spend on each profile. It may also make them less likely to ignore profile information that
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is irrelevant to their stated criteria and lead them to pay less attention to better
alternatives given the initial criteria they have for the kind of choice they prefer to make.
Because Wu and Chiou’s (2009) study was conducted in Taiwan, it is possible
that cultural factors that were absent in the present study affected their results. However,
it is notable that their results are in agreement with those of some other studies reviewed
above. Though Wu and Chiou did not discuss the added decision task complexity
resulting from larger choice sets in their study, it is clear that increasing an online dating
set of profiles from 30 to 90 or even 60 to 90 substantially increases the complexity of the
selection task (Griefender et al., 2010). This added complexity of the choice set led to
added cognitive difficulty for the Taiwanese DMs in evaluating profiles, which in turn
led to the other adverse results. These results again highlight the value of finding ways to
reduce the decision task complexity of online dating decision processes, especially when
the IS is large, thereby reducing the DMs’ cognitive difficulty in evaluating a large IS of
profiles. A natural way of simplifying choice sets is through categorizing the alternatives
(Manzini, & Mariotti, 2012). It seems likely that a 3C system, which would offer DMs a
second positive categorization tool, would better serve the purpose of categorizing than a
2C system, which allows only one positive category. If so, the 3C system should reduce
DMs’ cognitive difficulty in evaluating profiles and thus their satisfaction with the
decision process and with their final selection.
Summary
The review of literature makes evident that in many contexts, including the online
dating environment, dealing with extensive choice sets can result in adverse
consequences. Table 1 provides a summary of the main studies that have been reviewed.
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Table 1
Summary of Literature Review Studies

Location

IV

DV

Findings

Food store

# jams in
choice set

# jams
purchased

More items in choice set
predict fewer items bought

Lab

# chocolates
in choice set

enjoyment of
process, regret
& satisfaction
with choice,
choice of
compensation

More items in choice set predict
more enjoyment, regret, dissatisfaction, & less likely to choose
chocolate as compensation

Iyengar & Lepper (2000)

The researchers suggested that frustration may be caused by feeling more
responsible and disengaging from the process. Iyengar & Lepper (2004)
suggested that frustration arises due to complexity of the decision-making task,
which implies that increased task complexity leads to increased cognitive
difficulty.
Greifeneder et al. (2010)
German
university, 2
experiments

number of
alternatives
and number
of attributes

perceived
complexity of
task, choice
satisfaction

Students perceived less complexity with fewer alternatives
and fewer attributes. Choice
satisfaction was less for more
alternatives when differentiated
on more but not fewer attributes.

The researchers suggested that choice overload effects occur only when the
choice exceeds a certain degree of complexity. They posited choice complexity as
a function of a number of factors and suggested that greater complexity results
in greater cognitive difficulty.
Scheibehenne (2008)
Upscale
Coupons
# coupons
grocery store and # of jams redeemed
in Germany in choice set

More options did not
predict more coupons
redeemed
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Table 1 (continued)
Summary of Literature Review Studies

Location

IV

DV

Findings

Scheibehenne et al. (2010)
Meta-analysis
of 50 studies

Concluded: The occurrence of
adverse conditions due to choice
overload is not a robust
phenomenon.

Mogilner et al. (2008)
University
Lab simulating store
magazine
section

whether DM
a preference
constructor;
number of
categories

satisfaction
with choice;
perception of
variety

Participants who were preference
constructors were more satisfied
with choice and perceived more
variety when number of categories
for magazines was greater.

The researchers reasoned that for preference constructors, perceiving more
variety due to more categories leads to increased sense of self-determination,
increasing satisfaction with the final choice.
Chernev (2003)
U.S.
university

presence of
preference
an articulated for final
set of attrichoice
butes in mind;
and size of
choice set

DMs without articulated set of
attributes preferred final choice
more when choice set smaller.
DMs with articulated set
preferred final choice more when
choice set larger.

The researcher reasoned that DMs who do not have an articulated set of
attributes in mind at the time of the decision task construct their preferences
during the decision process. These individuals tend to be less satisfied with their
final choice when the choice set is large because they do not have an
articulated set of criteria and are constructing their preferences during the
decision task.
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Table 1 (continued)
Summary of Literature Review Studies

Location

IV

DV

Findings

Chakravarti &
Janiszewski (2003)
U.S.
university

alignability
of attributes

number of
As alignability of attributes
cross-category increased, the number of crossselections
category selections increased, so
consideration sets are sensitive to
alignability of attributes. It was
also found that DMs highly
involved with the choice task were
more likely to entertain alternatives
with attributes not easily alignable.

The researchers reasoned that two macro-goals of DMs are to simplify the
decision process and to make the best choice. To compare alternatives that are
alignable helps to fulfill the first goal; but sometimes including non-alignable
alternatives is necessary in order to try to fulfill the second goal. When DMs
are highly involved with the decision task, they are more likely to want to
entertain both alignable and non-alignable alternatives.
Sun, Keh, & Lee (2012)
University,
probably
Chinese

Type of
service;
uncertainty

Relative use
of alignable
vs. nonallignable
attributes

Evaluating credence services
led to greater use of non-alignable
attributes; for experience services,
greater use of alignable attributes.
Increasing uncertainty led to more
use of non-alignable attributes.
.
The researchers reasoned that the greater amount of uncertainty involved in
evaluating credence services led to a reduction of participants’ desire for
cognitive ease in making their evaluations and a greater investment of cognitive
effort, which led in turn to increased effort to evaluate options with non-alignable
attributes. Their studies manipulating uncertainty showed that increased
uncertainty led to an increase in evaluating non-alignable attributes for both
credence and experience services.
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Table 1 (continued)
Summary of Literature Review Studies

Location

IV

DV

Findings

Lenton et al. (2008, 2010)
U.K.
university

profile set
size

preference for
& anticipated
difficulty and
enjoyment
with size; satisfaction/regret
with selection

Optimum preferred size was 20;
increasing difficulty after 10;
more regret after 50; satisfaction
rises until about 20-50 then flattens
out; increasing enjoyment to 20-50,
then decreasing. Conclusion:
optimum set size 20-50.

U.K.
university

dating
choice
set size

enjoyment,
satisfaction
and regret
with choice,
recall of
profile criteria

There was no difference in
enjoyment, regret, or satisfaction
related to set size; men, not
women, had better recall in
the smaller size condition;
more memory confabulations
with larger size condition.

The researchers reasoned that though DMs realize that additional cognitive effort
is required to evaluate an extensive set of profiles, they might not be aware of
how soon that point is reached. The researchers suggested evolutionary
considerations for why a choice set size of 20 to 50 seems ideal to online daters
and concluded that DMs are more likely to make mistakes as choice set sizes
increase.
Lenton & Stewart (2008)
U.K.
university

# of profiles,
standards
whether
high or low

aspects of choice
experience including
enjoyment, satisfaction with and regret
for final choice,
decision strategies

There was no difference in
in choice experience; but
participants with higher
mate standards were more
satisfied with extensive
choice set than with
less choice and more
satisfied with their final
choice.
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Table 1 (continued)
Summary of Literature Review Studies

Location

IV

DV

Findings

The researchers reasoned that adverse effects of choice overload may be reduced
for DMs with higher mate standards but did not relate this to DMs having criteria
that are or are not well articulated; but it may be that those with higher mate
standards also have more articulated and definite mate criteria and preferences.
Wu & Chiou (2009)
Taiwan

# of profiles
offered

# profiles searched,
goodness match for
all profiles, time
reviewing better vs.
worse alternatives as
indicated by most
desired characteristics

More offered profiles
predicted more searched;
goodness of match and
selectivity was less at
more profiles offered.

The researchers reasoned that facing a large initial choice set may lead DMs to
make mistakes due to increasing cognitive load, leave them less time to spend on
each profile, and make them less likely to ignore irrelevant profile information
and to pay attention to better alternatives given their stated choice criteria.

The summaries cite the relevant conditions (such as participants being preference
constructors) that were a main aspect of some of the studies. Also, for most of the studies,
following the description there is a brief paragraph in italic that cites some of the main
conclusions that the researchers drew on the basis of the study. These choice overload
effects include increased cognitive effort in choosing, lowered motivation to make a
choice, and decreased satisfaction with the final choice.
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The research suggests that whether and to what degree these effects occur is
related to whether DMs have clearly articulated preference criteria when evaluating
alternatives. Those who do have such criteria tend to prefer larger choice sets and appear
to be less susceptible to choice overload effects than others. DMs that do not have clearly
articulated preference criteria are likely to construct their preferences in the act of
choosing. Therefore, being a preference constructor is a risk factor for being more
susceptible to the too-much-choice effects of extensive choice sets. Although it appears
that this association between being a preference constructor and being more susceptible
to choice overload effects has not been shown specifically for online dating DMs, it may
be that the same relationship is true for this population.
One of the reviewed studies is especially pertinent to the present study.
Greifeneder et al. (2010) held that there are several factors that contribute to choice
overload effects. These include the number of alternatives in a choice set and their
associated information. Greifeneder and associates held that these and other factors
increase decision task complexity, which presumably increases the cognitive difficulty of
the decision task. One such factor is the way that a choice set is structured, including the
ways in which alternatives are categorized (DeShazo & Fermo, 2002; Wan et al., 2003).
The conceptual framework of the present study was based on (a) the identification
by Greifeneder et al. (2010) of decision task complexity as a predictor of too-muchchoice effects, presumably because it increases cognitive difficulty, and (b) the view that
the way in which a choice set is structured is a factor that may reduce or increase the
complexity and thus the cognitive difficulty of the decision task. This reduction in
cognitive difficulty, in turn, increases DMs’ satisfaction with the decision task and with
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their final choice. In addition, being a preference constructor moderates the relation
between having a 3C system and reduced cognitive difficulty. Given this conceptual
framework, the present study investigated whether providing online dating DMs with the
additional category available in a 3C system, enabling them new options for categorizing
an extensive list of profiles being evaluated, serves to reduce their cognitive difficulty,
thereby increasing their post-choice satisfaction with the decision process and with their
final choice. Because being a preference constructor has been identified as a condition
that is associated with DMs experiencing choice-overload effects, a measure of the
degree participants are preference constructors was included in the study. This was done
in the belief that preference constructing DMs should benefit the most from the 3C
classification system in comparison to the 2C system by having a greater reduction in
cognitive difficulty than non-preference constructing DMs. The next chapter provides
greater detail on the relationships between these variables and summarizes the
relationships in the form of a decision-making model that was the conceptual basis for the
study.
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Chapter 3
Methodology

Introduction
This chapter explains the methodology used in the study. The chapter is divided
into six main sections following this introduction. The first section explains the specific
research method used in the study, including the model tested. The second section
describes the study procedures and includes four subsections that focus on (a) the
participants, (b) the simulated online dating sites constructed for the study, (c) the
procedures for collecting data, and (d) the procedures for analyzing the data. The third
main section discusses the instruments used in the study.
The fourth main section of the chapter explains how the study results are
presented, including how they address the research questions and hypotheses. The fifth
main section discusses the resource requirements for the study. The sixth and last main
section provides a summary of the chapter.
Overview of the Research Method
The quantitative study compared two groups of unmarried women who were
experienced in online dating. The two groups were exposed to a simulated online dating
site and asked to choose a favorite profile out of a total of 60 male profiles. One group of
women (the 3C group) was assigned to have a 3C categorization system available for
classifying male profiles, while the other group of women (the 2C group) was assigned to
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have only a 2C system available. After making their decision, women in each group were
then administered a survey requesting them to report on their experience in making their
decision.
The purpose of the research was to determine whether having the 3C system
available provided advantages over the 2C system for online dating DMs. In particular,
the study determined whether availability of the 3C system, when compared to the 2C
system, had the advantages of lowering the participants’ cognitive difficulty in
performing the task (Hypothesis 1) and increasing their post-choice satisfaction with the
decision process and with their final choice (Hypothesis 3). The study also sought to
determine whether being a preference constructor strengthened any positive relationship
found between having a 3C system and reducing the participants’ cognitive difficulty
with the decision process (Hypothesis 2).
Procedures
Participants
Two groups of heterosexual or bisexual female participants, ages 20 to 30, were
developed with the aid of fluidsurveys.com. This company provides access to opt-in
survey respondents located nationwide that are in target groups defined by researchers.
Groups for this study were defined as consisting of U.S. heterosexual or bisexual women
between the ages 20 and 30, with a required minimum of 52 women per group. The
participants were not restricted in regard to ethnicity or place of residence other than
being required to be living in the United States. Participants in the two groups were
assigned to two different simulated online dating sites, each containing the same 60
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online dating profiles of males between 20 and 30 years of age (see Simulated Online
Dating Sites).
The required minimum number of 52 participants per group was calculated on the
basis of there being no more than two arrows pointing to any one construct in the study
model and the statistical analysis having a significance level of .05, a power of 80%, and
the ability to detect an R2 value of 0.25. For these figures, 52 is the minimum number of
participants required per group according to Hair, Hult, Ringle, and Sarstedt (2014, p. 21).
The final two samples consisted of 109 women, with 53 being in the 2C group and 56
being in the 3C group.
Two limitations of the study are related to the participants. One of these is the
restriction of participants’ ages to between 20 and 30. This restriction was due to the need
for the women to review 60 male profiles that are all potentially appealing to them, which
is more likely if the ages of the men in the profiles are comparable to the ages of the
women rather than some being much younger or much older. For that reason, the ages of
the men represented in the profiles were also restricted to between 20 and 30. Their
ethnicities, however, were not restricted. A second limitation is the fact that the study
participants were not chosen by a truly random method. Although participants came from
a nationwide set of opt-in survey respondents and can therefore be expected to be broadly
representative, the lack of a truly random method of selecting the participants limits the
generalizability of the study results.
Simulated Online Dating Sites
Two simulated online dating sites for the study were constructed, one for each
group of participants. These sites were constructed using DatingPro software
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(www.datingpro.com). The sites were constructed to simulate actual online dating sites
by presenting a number of profiles of men ostensibly interested in dating. On the first
page of each website, a brief explanation of the study was given along with a description
of risks and benefits of participating in the study and information about anonymity and
confidentiality. Participants were also told that they could withdraw from the study at any
time with no adverse effects. Participants were then asked to electronically sign a consent
form to participate in the study. It was explained to participants that the consent form
with their name would be submitted separately from the survey that they would take after
the decision task was complete, and that there would be no way for their name to be
associated with their responses. After the consent form was signed and submitted, it was
transferred to a separate file, and participants were taken to the second page of the
website. This page contained an explanation of the decision task to be performed. After
indicating that they had read and understood this page, the participants were able to
access the profiles.
The two simulated sites each had the same 60 profiles that were purchased from a
company that sells dating profiles (saledatingprofiles.com). According to the company,
these were profiles of individuals who had enrolled on online dating sites and had agreed
that their profiles could be distributed to other online sites. The profiles were of men ages
20 to 30 and were arranged with one profile per web page. The profiles were numbered
from 1 to 60 and included facial photographs of the men. By clicking the photograph,
participants could see a larger version of the image. The profiles also included basic
information about the men, including their name, age, height, weight, body type, and
interests. An example profile is shown in Appendix A. Each profile could be viewed as
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many times as a participant wished unless she decided to hide the profile, in which case
the profile was no longer available for viewing. Out of these profiles, participants were
asked to choose the profile of the one man that they would be most interested in learning
more about and possibly dating.
The two websites differed in that one had a 2C category system (consisting of a
Favorite folder and a Hide folder) for participants to use to classify profiles, and the other
had a 3C system (consisting of a Favorite folder, an Interested folder, and a Hide folder).
On the 2C website, a participant could use the Favorite folder to classify profiles that she
was most interested in at any time during the decision process. By using the Hide option,
a participant could eliminate any profile from further consideration at any time during the
decision process. On the 3C website, the Favorite and Hide categories could be used by
participants in the same way as on the 2C website. The additional category of Interested
was available in the event that participants wanted a way to distinguish between profiles
that were of most interest and those that were of secondary interest at any time during the
decision process.
Group 1 participants were assigned to the 2C website, and Group 2 participants
were assigned to the 3C website. For each group, the website page that contained
instructions for the decision task included a brief explanation of the fact that participants
could use the categorization tools (either two or three) to help in their decision-making
task. For both websites, participants were instructed that when they decided on the profile
of the man they would be most interested in learning more about and possibly dating,
they were to enter the number of that profile in a box near the bottom of the screen and
submit their choice.
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Procedures for Collecting Data
After a participant had submitted her final selection of a profile, she was linked to
a researcher-developed survey (see Instrumentation). The first page of the survey
included an explanation of how to fill out the survey. The following four parts of the
survey consisted of statements that the participant could agree or disagree with on a
seven-point Likert scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree. The fifth part
of the survey consisted of several demographic questions including questions about the
participant’s age, sexual preference, and whether she had visited an online dating site
during the past six months. The survey is explained in more detail in the Instrumentation
section.
After a participant completed the survey, she pressed a submit button and the
survey results were transferred to the participant response file. At this point, a “thank
you” screen announced to the participant that her participation was completed and was
appreciated. The survey remained on the websites until at least 104 participants had
completed it. As surveys were completed, the data gathered was retained online and then
downloaded by the researcher for analysis.
Pilot Study
A pilot study to ensure that the simulated online dating sites and surveys were
working as intended was conducted prior to the enlistment of participants for the study. A
sample of six single women between 20 and 30 were asked to visit one or the other
website and perform the task of deciding on a most favored profile, submitting it, and
then completing the survey. Three of the women were asked to perform the decision task
on the 2C website and three were asked to perform the task on the 3C website.
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After performing the decision task and survey, each woman in the pilot study was
asked to report on whether she encountered any difficulties in going through the decision
task on her assigned site and if so, what they were. She was also asked if there were any
problems understanding, completing, or submitting the survey. Six women completed
this task, and they reported no problems with the site, the profiles, or the surveys.
Instrumentation
The survey for the study consisted of a five-part instrument developed by the
researcher (see Appendix B). The five parts were (a) a measure of to what extent the
participant was a preference constructor in regard to online dating (PREFCON), (b) a
measure of the participant’s perceived cognitive difficult in completing the profile
selection task (COGDIF), (c) a measure of the participant’s satisfaction with the decisionmaking process in the profile-selection task (PROSAT), (d) a measure of the participant’s
satisfaction with her final choice of a profile (CHOSAT), and (e) a section with several
demographic questions.
The first part of the instrument, the measure of to what extent the participant was
a preference constructor, consisted of three statements that participants could agree or
disagree with on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly
disagree. The statements were the following:
1. I know what characteristics I find most appealing in a man.
2. When looking for a match, I often have difficulty deciding which criteria are most
important to me.
3. I have a clear idea of my perfect match.
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The rationale for using these three statements was that when faced with a decision task,
the less an individual has a preconceived idea of what criteria to base the decision on, the
more likely the person is to construct their preference at the time of deciding (Chernev,
2003). Therefore, a study participant’s agreement with Statements 1 and 3 above suggests
that the participant had clear preconceived criteria for their selection and so was not a
preference constructor in relation to making the decision. Agreement with Statement 2
suggests that the person did not have clear preconceived criteria and so was a preference
constructor in relation to choosing a most favored online dating profile.
The second part of the instrument measured the participants’ cognitive difficulty
in performing the choice task. This part consisted of the following three statements that
the participants could agree or disagree with on a seven-point Likert scale:
1. It was difficult to decide on a single profile.
2. I felt frustrated deciding which profile to choose.
3. For me, this was a very easy decision to make.
The rationale for choosing these three statements was that they reflect the degree of
cognitive difficulty the participants experienced in deciding which was their most favored
profile. Two of the items (1 and 2) were modifications of items from Iyengar and
Lepper’s (2000) survey to determine participants’ attitudes toward a decision task.
Agreement with Statements 1 or 2 indicated that a participant experienced cognitive
difficulty in performing the decision task; agreeing with Statement 3 indicated that the
participant felt that making their decision was not difficult. This set of items measured
subjects’ perceived cognitive difficulty after they had rated all the profiles and thus was
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an overall measure of the difficulty with the task, rather than the difficulty in evaluating a
particular profile.1
The third part of the instrument measured the participants’ satisfaction with the
decision process. It consisted of three statements that the participant could agree or
disagree with on a seven-point Likert scale:
1. The process of choosing a most favored profile went well.
2. I enjoyed narrowing down the profiles.
3. Making this decision was not a satisfying experience for me.
Here, Statements 1 and 2 directly reflected the participants’ degree of satisfaction with
the decision process, while, Statement 2 was modified from Iyengar and Lepper’s (2000)
survey. The first two statements were positive, whereas the third was reverse scored.
The fourth part of the instrument measured the participants’ satisfaction with their
final choice of a profile. This part consisted of three statements that the participants could
agree or disagree with on a seven-point Likert scale:
1. I am satisfied with my final choice.
2. If I had it to do all over again, I would probably choose a different profile.
3. I think I would very much like the man whose profile I chose.
Here, Statements 1 and 2 were adapted from Oliver’s (1980) suggestion of questions
appropriate for a consumer satisfaction scale. Statement 3 was adapted from Lenton et
al.’s (2008) survey item reflecting participants’ anticipated satisfaction with their choice.
1

Subjects were asked to provide their task-level cognitive difficulty at the completion of the experiment.
The task involved rating 60 trials, some of which may have been easy while others may have been hard,
with the overall cognitive difficulty for the task possibly being some function of the cognitive difficulty of
rating individual profiles. One possibility, known as the peak-end effect, suggests that people recall the
peak (best or worst) profiles, especially if they are exposed to them towards the end of the task. In this
research, the peak-end effects were not modeled.
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The fifth part of the instrument was the demographic section. This consisted of
questions asking about age, sexual orientation, and online dating site visitation (see
Appendix B). Although potential participants were screened beforehand in an attempt to
ensure that all participants had a sexual orientation of being either heterosexual or
bisexual, the second demographic question was asked to further guarantee this condition.
If any of the responses to this survey question indicated that the participant had a
homosexual sexual orientation, that participant’s responses was discarded and not
included in the analysis of data. Appendix B shows all survey items together.
Data Analysis and Presentation
Procedures for Analyzing the Data
The 12 items were divided into four sets of three items each in order to determine
the study’s four constructs. Responses were coded numerically. For items for which
agreement meant a higher degree of the construct being measured, a response of Strongly
Disagree was assigned the score of 1, while Strongly Agree was assigned the score of 7.
For items with contrary wording, reverse scoring was used.
Data were examined for completion and for “straight-lining,” with highly
suspected straight-lining responses deleted. The scored responses were entered separately
for each group into the SPSS statistical program for data analysis. Means of the responses
to the three items for each construct were calculated for each participant to determine the
four constructs of Cognitive Difficulty, Preference Construction, Process Satisfaction,
and Choice Satisfaction. Constructs were then tested for internal reliability using
Cronbach’s alpha procedure.
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To answer the study’s three research questions and evaluate the three hypotheses,
three different statistical procedures were used. To evaluate Hypothesis 1, a t-test was
performed to compare the means of the 2C and 3C groups’ scores in regard to cognitive
difficulty. To evaluate Hypothesis 2, Preference Construction scores were divided into
low or high depending on whether a score was lower or higher than the mean score for
that construct. Then an ANOVA procedure was performed to determine the interaction
between categorization system (Group 1 vs. 2) and high versus low Preference
Construction scores. To evaluate Hypothesis 3, a MANOVA procedure was performed to
determine whether the 2C vs. 3C categorization system was significantly related to
Process Satisfaction and Choice Satisfaction. The .05 level was chosen to indicate
statistical significance.
Format for Presenting Results
The results of the study are presented in the following order:
• Preliminary screening procedures are reported, including any missing data and
any suspect data.
• Descriptive statistics and reliabilities are presented.
• Results for the research questions and hypotheses are given.
Resources Needed
The resources needed for this study include the following:
1. Two websites simulating online dating websites. These websites were alike
except for the fact that one was constructed with a 2C categorization system and
one was constructed with a 3C system.
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2. 60 profiles of men ages 20 to 30. These were identical on the two websites. Out of
these profiles, the participants were asked to choose the one man that they would
most like to learn more about and possibly meet.
3. A survey instrument developed by the researcher. This was a five-part instrument
consisting of 15 items. There were eight statements with which participants were
able to agree or disagree using a seven-point Likert scale, and three demographic
questions.
4. The SPSS statistical program, which was used for statistical analysis.
Summary
This chapter provides a description of the methodology that was used for the
study. The study was designed to investigate the question of whether an online selfselection dating site’s having a 3C system rather than a 2C system for categorizing
profiles is beneficial for online dating DMs as they perform the decision task of reducing
a large IS of dating profiles to a single most favored profile. Two groups of women each
evaluated 60 profiles of young men on two different websites that emulated online dating
websites. One group had a 3C system available for classifying profiles and the other had
a 2C system available, but they evaluated the same set of profiles. After the decision task,
the study participants completed a short survey designed to investigate whether the 3C
group had a different degree of cognitive difficulty in making their decision than the 2C
group and whether the two groups were different in their satisfaction with the decision
process and with their final choice. The survey also investigated whether being a
preference constructor moderates any relationship found between having a 3C system
available and any reduction in the cognitive difficulty of the decision process.
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The model tested by this study holds that having a 3C system available leads to
decreased cognitive difficulty among online dating DMs and that this relationship is
made stronger for DMs who are preference constructors. Also, the model holds that
having a 3C system available leads to greater satisfaction with the decision process
among online daters and greater satisfaction with their final choice made.
The survey results for each group were analyzed by Cronbach’s alpha for
construct internal reliability. The t-test, ANOVA, and MANOVA procedures were used
to evaluate the three hypotheses. On the basis of this analysis the study’s research
questions were answered and the hypotheses evaluated.
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Chapter 4
Results

This chapter reports the results of the study. The chapter is divided into three
major sections. In the first section, the sample and the survey data gathered are described.
The steps that were taken to examine and prepare the data are reported, and a profile of
the two groups is presented. Descriptive statistics based on survey responses are also
provided. In the chapter’s second major section, the focus is on the statistical procedures
that were used to determine internal reliability of the scales for the study’s four constructs
and to address the study’s three research questions and evaluate the three hypotheses. The
final section provides a summary of the chapter.
Sample and Data
Data Examination and Preparation
Both groups of participants completed the 15-item online survey immediately
after visiting their respective online dating sites and completing the decision task. For
Group 1, a total of 60 participants completed the online survey after visiting the twocategory site. For Group 2, a total of 65 participants completed the online survey after
visiting the three-category site.
The responses of these two groups of participants were examined for missing or
bad data. The first step of this examination was to determine if any participants should be
removed from the data sets due to missing responses. According to Hair et al. (2014, p.
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51), if the amount of missing data on a survey exceeds 15%, that record should be
removed from the data set. Of the initial 60 participants in Group 1, one neglected to
respond to 2 (16.7%) of the 12 survey items. Five additional participants did not respond
to 1 (8.3%) of the survey items. Since the participant who failed to answer 2 items missed
16.7% of the survey items, this participant was removed from the sample using Hair et
al.’s (2014) criteria. The five participants who did not respond to one survey item were
retained in the sample, leaving 59 participants in Group 1.
Of the initial 65 participants in Group 2, two participants neglected to respond to
3 (25%) of the 12 survey items, one did not respond to 2 (16.7%) of the items, and five
did not respond to one of the items (8.3%). Following the missing data criteria presented
by Hair et al. (2014), the responses of the three participants who did not respond to two
or three of the items were removed from the sample, while those participants who did not
respond to one of the items were retained. This resulted in 62 participants remaining in
Group 2.
In a second step to evaluate the data, the responses of both groups of participants
were examined to determine any responses patterns that seemed very suspicious. Hair et
al. (2014) suggest that if a high proportion of a participant’s responses to a survey are
marked the same, such as Undecided or Somewhat Agree, then that participant’s
responses should be considered for removal. Examination of Group 1 data showed six
participants with response patterns that were very suspicious. For example, two
participants marked Undecided on 10 (83.3%) of the survey items. Another marked
Agree on 10 of the items. The other three patterns also showed very significant repetition.
These response patterns were especially suspicious because in all four of the three-item
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sets defining the study’s four constructs, one item was meant to elicit a response
somewhat in opposition to the participant’s response to the other two items in the set. A
participant’s not responding in this way to at least one or two of the three-question sets
highly suggested what Hair et al. (2014, p. 52) term “straight lining.” Due to the strong
suspicion of straight lining the survey, these six participants were removed from Group 1,
resulting in a final Group 1 sample of 53 participants.
Group 2 survey responses were also examined for suspicious response patterns.
Four of the response patterns were deemed very suspicious, with either an inordinate
number of the items marked with Undecided, or all of the items in every three-item set
marked with some degree of agreement, or both. These four participants were removed
from Group 2, leaving 58 participants. Furthermore, examination of Group 2 responses to
the survey item asking about sexual orientation showed that two of these participants
answered “homosexual” to this item. Since the study was restricted only to heterosexual
and bisexual participants, these two individuals were also removed from the study. This
left a final sample of 56 participants for Group 2.
According to the criteria stated by Hair et al. (2014), a minimum of 52
participants were needed for each group. This minimum number of participants per group
was based on there being no more than two arrows pointing to any one construct in the
study model and the study having a significance level of .05, a power of 80%, and the
ability to detect an R2 value of 0.25. (See “Participants”, Chapter 3). With the final
sample number being 53 participants for Group 1 and 56 participants for Group 2, the
sample numbers were considered to be a sufficient number for both samples.
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After the responses were numerically scored, responses for each group were again
examined to determine the total extent of missing values for each group. For Group 1,
this examination showed one missing response (1.8%) for each of five different survey
items. For Group 2, there was one missing response (1.8%) for each of three different
items and two missing responses (3.6%) for one item. In each case, missing values were
replaced with the mean of the valid values for that variable, as suggested by Hair et al.
(2014).
Sample Profiles
In regard to age, 22.6% of Group 1 participants were in the 18-21 range, 37.7%
were 22-25 years of age, 35.8% were between 26 and 30, and 3.8% did not report their
age. In the second group, 26.8% of participants reported being 18-21 years of age, 26.8%
were 22-25, and 46.4% were between 26 and 30.
In regard to sexual orientation, 75.5% of Group 1 participants reported being
heterosexual. An additional 11.3% were bisexual, and 13.2% declined to indicate their
sexual orientation. Of Group 2 participants, 78.6% reported being heterosexual, 10.7%
indicated they were bisexual, and 10.7% preferred not to report their sexual orientation.
Most participants in both groups reported having not visited an online dating site
within the last 6 months. In Group 1, 24.5% had visited such as site within the past 6
months, while 75.5% had not. For Group 2, 41.1% had visited an online dating site
during the past 6 months and 58.9% had not visited. Table 2 summarizes the results of
these three profile questions.
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Table 2
Group Profile Results

Profile Item

Group 1

Group 2

18-21

12 (22.6%)

15 (26.8%)

22-25

20 (37.7%)

15 (26.8%)

26-30

19 (35.8%)

26 (46.4%)

Age

Not reported

2 (3.8%)

0

Sexual Orientation
Heterosexual

40 (75.5%)

44 (78.6%)

Bisexual

6 (11.3%)

6 (10.7%)

Rather not say

7 (13.2%)

6 (10.7%)

Yes

13 (24.5%)

23 (41.1%)

No

40 (75.5%)

33 (58.9%)

Visited Online Dating
Site in Last 6 Months

Summary of Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive statistics for the 12 survey items that defined the study’s constructs,
along with the means for each construct and for each group, are summarized in Tables 3
and 4.
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Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Group 1

Statistic

Item*
PC1

PC2

PC3

CD1

CD2

CD3

Mean

1.50

3.71

1.98

4.25

3.87

3.10

Median

1

3

1

4

4

3

Mode

7

7

7

4

2

3

StanDev

0.78

2.06

1.39

1.76

1.84

1.72

Construct Mean:

PC = 2.40

CD = 3.74

Item
PROSAT1 PROSAT2

PROSAT3 CHOSAT1

CHOSAT2

CHOSAT3

Mean

4.92

5.31

4.13

5.49

4.23

4.75

Median

5

5

4

6

4

5

Mode

5

5

5

6

4

6

StanDev

1.47

1.22

1.80

1.40

1.80

1.62

Construct Mean:

PROSAT = 4.79

CHOSAT = 4.82

*PC = Preference Construction, CD = Cognitive Difficulty, PROSAT = Process
Satisfaction, and CHOSAT= Choice Satisfaction.
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Table 4. Descriptive Statistics for Group 2

Statistic

Item*
PC1

PC2

PC3

CD1

CD2

CD3

Mean

1.96

3.46

2.29

4.46

3.42

3.32

Median

1

3

2

5

3

3

Mode

1

3

2

5

5

2

StanDev

1.39

1.57

0.93

1.60

1.72

1.54

Construct Mean:

PC = 2.57

CD = 3.73

Item
PROSAT1 PROSAT2

PROSAT3 CHOSAT1

CHOSAT2

CHOSAT3

Mean

5.38

5.11

4.29

5.48

4.71

4.95

Median

5

6

4

6

4

5

Mode

5

6

6

6

4

6

StanDev

1.07

1.57

1.64

1.06

1.38

1.43

Construct Mean:

PROSAT = 4.93

CHOSAT = 5.05

*PC = Preference Construction, CD = Cognitive Difficulty, PROSAT = Process
Satisfaction, and CHOSAT= Choice Satisfaction.
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Testing Hypotheses and Answering Research Questions
After evaluating the data for both groups, reducing the samples, and reverse
scoring some items, data were entered into the SPSS statistical program. The data were
then statistically analyzed to examine the online dating model developed in Chapter 1 for
the purpose of evaluating the study’s hypotheses. The overall study model, which
includes the structural and measurement models, is shown again in Figure 2.

prosat1
PROSAT

prosat2
prosat3

-

cogdif1
COGDIF

NUMCAT (3
vs. 2)

cogdif2
cogdif3

-

+

chosat1

PREFCON
CHOSAT

chosat2
chosat3

prefcon1

prefcon2

prefcon3

Figure 2. Online dating structural and measurement model, repeated.a
a

NUMCAT = Number of Categories; PREFCON = Preference Construction; COGDIF =
Cognitive Difficulty; PROSAT = Process Satisfaction; CHOSAT = Choice Satisfaction.
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Construct Reliability
Examination of the study’s structural model consisted of determining the internal
reliability of the study’s four constructs. This was done using combined group data for
the three reflective indicators for each construct, as shown in Figure 2. This evaluation
showed Cronbach’s alpha values of .6234 for Cognitive Difficulty, .6509 for Process
Satisfaction, .5539 for Choice Satisfaction, and .3260 for Preference Construction.
The first two of these values were considered acceptable for indicating internal
reliability given that this was exploratory research (Nunally, 1978). However, the second
two values, especially the Preference Construction value, were low. Because of this,
eliminating results for one of the indicators for each of these two constructs was then
explored. For Choice Satisfaction, systematically eliminating one indicator and keeping
the other two showed that the only value above .6 for Cronbach’s alpha was given by
eliminating the second indicator. This resulted in a Cronbach’s alpha score of .7535 for
that construct, which was considered acceptable. For the Preference Construction
construct, eliminating the second indicator resulted in the highest Cronbach’s alpha
score, .3871, which was still below .6. Given these results for Choice Satisfaction and
Preference Construction, the statistical analyses that involved either of these two
constructs were done using data from only the two indicators that resulted in the highest
measure of Cronbach’s alpha. These analyses were done for evaluation of Hypothesis 2
and Hypothesis 3.
Research Question 1 and Hypothesis 1
The first research question was: Does having a 3C rather than a 2C system
decrease female online dating DMs’ cognitive difficulty with the decision task when
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evaluating a large set of profiles? The first hypothesis stated: When female online dating
DMs reduce a large IS of online dating profiles to a single favored choice, having a 3C
rather than a 2C system decreases the DMs’ cognitive difficulty in performing the task.
To test this hypothesis and answer the research question, an independent samples
t-test was performed to compare the means of the two participant groups using two
different category systems in regard to Cognitive Difficulty. The t-test showed no
significant difference between the two groups (P = .988). Thus, the first hypothesis was
not supported and was rejected. Based on the study’s results, the answer to the first
research question was therefore No. The results of the t-test are shown in Table 5.

Table 5
Results of t-test Comparing Groups on Cognitive Difficulty (CD)

Group

N

Mean

Standard
Deviation

1
2

53
56

3.7358
3.7321

1.3842
1.1728

Degrees of Freedom Significance
(2-tailed)

107

.988

Standard Error
Mean

.1901
.1567

Mean Difference

Standard Error
Difference

.003706

.2453
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Research Question 2 and Hypothesis 2
The second research question asked: Does being a preference constructor
strengthen any positive relationship found between having a 3C system and female online
dating DMs’ cognitive difficulty with the decision process when evaluating a large set of
profiles? The second hypothesis stated: Being a preference constructor strengthens any
positive relationship found between having a 3C system and there being a decrease in
online dating DMs’ cognitive difficulty with the decision process.
To test this hypothesis and answer the research question, it was necessary to first
divide the total number of participants in the combined groups into two new sets:
participants who were low in preference construction, and participants who were high in
preference construction. This was done by first determining the mean score for all
participants on the two Preference Construction items that were used to determine the
construct, Items 1 and 3. This mean score was 1.93. Participants who scored below 1.93
were assigned to a low preference constructor group and participants who scored above
the mean score were assigned to a high preference constructor group. There were a total
of 56 participants above this cutoff and 53 below.
An ANOVA was then performed with Cognitive Difficulty being the dependent
variable and with two binary independent variables: participant group in regard to
category system, and participant group in regard to preference construction. The
interaction term showing interaction between the two independent variables was the test
of Hypothesis 2. The result of the ANOVAs showed no significant effect of Preference
Construction on Cognitive Difficulty, as indicated by P = .262 for the interaction term.
Thise resuls failed to confirm Hypothesis 2, and the hypothesis was thus rejected. The
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answer to the second research question was therefore No. Results of the ANOVA are
shown in Table 6.

Table 6
Results of ANOVA Testing Hypothesis 2 (Dependent Variable Is Cognitive Difficulty)

Independent Variable

Mean Square

Category System

F

Significance

.404

.252

.617

Preference Construction

4.906

3.062

.083

Category System *
Preference Construction

2.037

1.272

.262

R squared = .040; Adjusted R squared = .013

Research Question 3 and Hypothesis 3
The third research question was: Does having a 3C rather than a 2C system
increase female online dating DMs’ post-choice satisfaction with the decision process
and with their final choice when evaluating a large set of profiles? The third hypothesis
stated: When female online dating DMs reduce a large IS of online dating profiles to a
single favored choice, having a 3C rather than a 2C system increases their post-choice
satisfaction with the decision process and with their final choice.
To evaluate this hypothesis and answer the research question, a MANOVA
procedure was conducted to determine if the group using the 3C categorization system
had significantly greater satisfaction with either the decision process or their final choice.
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The MANOVA used only results for two of the choice satisfaction survey items, CS1 and
CS3, to determine the Choice Satisfaction construct. Prior to the MANOVA, Pearson’s
Correlation procedure was performed to determine any correlation between the Process
Satisfaction and Choice Satisfaction constructs. The Choice Satisfaction scale used only
survey items CS1 and CS2. The result of this procedure was that the two constructs were
found to be statistically correlated, with P = .000. See Table 7.

Table 7
Results of Pearson’s Correlation Comparing PROSAT with CHOSAT

Construct

Mean

Standard
Deviation

PROSAT

4.8532

1.1351

CHOSAT

5.1697

Pearson
Correlation

Significance

.684

.000*

1.2383

* Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Results of the MANOVA showed that the 3C categorization system was not
significantly related to either Process Satisfaction (P = .514) or Choice Satisfaction (P
= .701). Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was not supported by the data and was rejected. The
answer to third research question was therefore No. Results of the MANOVA are shown
in Table 8.
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Table 8
Results of MANOVA Testing Hypothesis 3 (Independent Variable Is Category System)

Dependent Variable

Mean Square

Process Satisfaction

.555

F

.428

Significance

.514

R squared = .004; Adjusted R squared = -.005

Choice Satisfaction

.229

.148

.701

R squared = .001; Adjusted R squared = -.008

Summary
This chapter reported the results of the study. First, the sample was described and
the steps that were taken to analyze and prepare the data were reported. The data were
then statistically analyzed. The first strep in the analysis was to determine the internal
reliability of the constructs in terms of Cronbach’s alpha. This resulted in reducing the
study’s measurement model to two indicators only for the Preference Construction and
Choice Satisfaction constructs.
Next, t-test, ANOVA, and MANOVA were used to evaluate the study’s three
hypotheses and answer the three research questions. No statistically significant
relationships among variables were found supporting the hypotheses for any of the
statistical tests. Therefore, the three hypotheses were rejected and the answer was
negative for all three research questions.
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Chapter 5
Conclusions, Implications, Recommendations, and Summary

Conclusions
The overall objective of the study was accomplished. This objective was to
determine whether, for online dating decision makers who are reducing an initial set of
online dating profiles to one most favored profile, having a 3C classification system
available has several advantages over having only a 2C classification system. The
hypothesized advantages of the 3C over the 2C system were reducing the cognitive
difficulty of the participants’ decision process and increasing their post-choice
satisfaction with the decision process and with their final choice. It was further
hypothesized that being a preference constructor would increase any relationship between
the 3C system and decreasing cognitive difficulty.
However, on the basis of the results reported in Chapter 4, the study’s three
hypotheses were rejected. First, having available a 3C rather than a 2C classification
system did not decrease the participants’ cognitive difficulty when deciding on a most
favored profile. Second, being a preference constructor did not strengthen any positive
relationship found between having a 3C system and a decrease in cognitive difficulty.
Finally, having a 3C rather than a 2C system did not increase participants’ post-choice
satisfaction with the decision process or with their final choice.

90
There are several explanations for the finding of no difference between the two
groups in regard to the study’s hypotheses. The most straightforward explanation is that
for online daters who are attempting to narrow down online profiles to one or a few most
favored profiles, whether two or three classification categories are available for the
decision task has no effect on cognitive difficulty, decision process satisfaction, or final
choice satisfaction. Despite the arguments provided earlier in the study, the availability of
a Favorites category and a Hide category may be sufficient for the decision task. If this is
true, then the online dating decision situation may be unlike the job applicant decision
process where a three-category classification system is commonly used (Hochel &
Wilson, 2007; Pityn & Helmuth, 2005). Differences between the two situations may
include a greater amount of information that must be processed by an employment
decision maker and/or greater difficulty deciding on trade-offs between different
characteristics of job applicants or both.
Another interpretation of the results is that given their prior online dating
experiences, the 3C group participants may have been so used to 2C systems that they did
not feel proficient in using three categories to classify profiles. The study was not
designed to record how many in the 3C group actually used the third category as they
reviewed profiles or how often they did so. Recording such use is a way in which future
similar studies could be improved. Survey questions could also be included to ask
participants in the 3C group whether they used the third category in making their decision
and whether they think that having a third category was valuable.
A third interpretation of the results is that the treatment did not provide a
sufficient level of cognitive difficulty in the task for either group to detect differences
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between the groups. For study participants, the comparison presumably was always
between a given profile and a latent, unobservable “ideal” profile in the subject’s head.
Thus, a binary comparison was involved, which may have not been very difficult if the
participant had a firm idea of the latent, ideal profile. While preference constructors who
did not have a clear idea of the ideal profile may have constructed an ideal profile while
evaluating profiles one at a time, even in such cases the comparison was binary and may
have therefore been low in cognitive difficulty. Thus, the presence of a third category for
one of the groups may have not served to significantly change the cognitive difficulty of
a task that was not very difficult in itself. Furthermore, without a difference in cognitive
difficulty, significant differences in satisfaction with the decision process or the final
choice would not be expected.
These considerations suggest that increasing the number of profiles may not have
increased the cognitive difficulty of the decision task because each comparison would
have remained binary. However, based on Lenton’s (2008, 2010) finding that online
daters prefer a profile set size of 20 to 50, it is also possible that having a larger number
of online dating profiles (e.g., 100 or more) may have provided a more difficult decision
task to participants, one that would have resulted in detecting ad distinction between the
2C and the 3C group in regard to cognitive difficulty.
There were several strengths and weaknesses of the study. One strength was that
the study dealt with a number of concepts that are central to decision making and did so
in regard to a decision-making environment that is familiar to many people but is little
investigated. Central concepts of the study were cognitive difficulty, preference
construction, and choice satisfaction, and especially the relationships between these
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concepts. How the concepts are related in the online dating decision-making environment
was a central aspect of the study. The investigation of categorization systems that could
be used by visitors to online dating sites was also a central aspect of the study, one that
appears not to have been studied previously.
A second strength of the study was the development of an overall study model
based on findings from previous studies. Although key aspects of the model were not
supported by the study, the researcher believes that the model itself should not be rejected
out of hand. Rather, further research is needed using decision tasks with greater cognitive
difficulty to evaluate the model.
A third strength of the study was the development of a brief survey, part of which
provided satisfactory internal reliability scores for two of the constructs measured. While
undoubtedly this survey could be improved, especially in regard to the Preference
Construction and Choice Satisfaction measures (see weaknesses of the study below), it
provides a useful step toward the construction of a valid and reliable survey to measure
the constructs of interest in this study and can be built upon in the future.
A weakness of the study may have been the lack of enough cognitive difficulty in
the decision task for a sufficient evaluation of the hypothesis that availability of the 3C
system would decrease cognitive difficulty in comparison to the 2C system. One way to
increase the cognitive difficulty would have been if participants had known that they
would be required to explain their reasoning for their final choice after making it.
Another possibility may have been to increase the number of profiles that participants
were asked to evaluate. A third possibility would have been to set a limit on the time
available for the participants to make their decision; however, setting a strict time limit
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may have had the disadvantage of not reflecting real-world online dating decision
procedures. In addition, it may have made it more unlikely that the 3C group would have
used the extra category.
A second weakness of the study was the absence of a way to determine to what
extent participants in the 3C group actually used the third category in making their
decision. Inclusion of a function that could track the use of categories for both groups
could have provided information that would help in interpreting results. Also, including
one or more questions on the survey asking participants about their use of the
categorization features of whichever website they were on, the 2C or the 3C website,
could have provided useful information.
A third weakness of the study was that for two of the constructs measured by the
survey, the internal reliability using all three items for the construct fell below the
minimum value of .6 suggested by Nunally (1978). Eliminating one item from the Choice
Satisfaction construct ameliorated this problem by resulting in a Cronbach’s alpha score
above .7. However, for the Preference Construction construct, no combination of two
items meant to measure the degree to which participants were preference constructors
resulted in an internal reliability score that reached the minimum level. These results
indicate that work remains to be done on the survey used for this study. Especially the
items used for Preference Construction need to be reviewed and improved upon. In
regard to that scale, an examination of the Cronbach’s alpha scores for different
combinations of the survey items used suggests that especially item PC2 may have served
poorly as a measure of degree of preference construction and should be replaced by an
item that more accurately measures this characteristic.
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The study had several limitations. One of these was that the samples were
convenience samples as opposed to random samples from the nationwide population of
female online daters. While it is likely that the sample did include participants from
different regions of the country, it is unknown how many participants were from each
region. Also, the ages of the participants were limited to 20 to 30. These limitations affect
the study’s generalizability to the overall population of female online daters. However,
the finding that availability of the 3C system did not increase the cognitive difficulty of
the online dating decision task and did not add to satisfaction with the decision process or
with the final choice does suggest the possibility that this may be the case for the entire
population of female online daters.
Another limitation of the study is that participants’ cognitive difficulty was
measured as their self-perceived cognitive difficulty in making a decision and was not
measured by some more objective method. However, participants’ self-reports of
experienced cognitive difficulty appears to be an accurate way to determine the degree of
difficulty they consciously experienced in making a decision.
Yet another limitation of the study is that the experimental protocol differed in
several important ways from actual online dating practices. One difference was that the
participants were asked to review a list of profiles during one time period and choose a
single most-favored profile. However, in the real-world online dating environment,
individuals are typically able to review a list of profiles during several time periods and
are able to choose more than one most favored profile. Also, participants in the study
may not have had motivations that are typical of actual users of online dating sites. In
particular, they may not have been seeking someone to date or get to know at the time of
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the study, while actual online daters are typically seeking a relationship with another
person when they use an online dating site. Efforts were made to simulate a real online
dating site and to motivate participants to respond as if seeking a relationship, but it is
unknown whether remaining differences may have affected the study results.
Implications of the Study
There are several implications that can be drawn from this study. The first of
these is that based on this study, online dating sites that provide their users with a basic
two-category system for classifying profiles do not need to develop a three-category
classification system. This is implied by the finding that there was no difference between
the 2C and 3C groups in regard to their perceived cognitive difficulty with the decision
task, their satisfaction with the decision process, or their final choice. It is possible that
future research will provide evidence that a three-category system has advantages for
helping online daters as they narrow down profile lists. However, the results of the
present study provide no evidence for drawing that conclusion.
Another implication of the study is that decision making when making a choice
among online dating profiles may differ in crucial ways from decision making when
making a choice among applicants for a job, where the use of three categories for sorting
applications and resumes of individuals seeking a position in a business environment is a
common practice. This may be due to several factors, including the large amount of
information that resumes reviewers must sort through and the fact that trade-offs between
different qualities of job applicants may be difficult to clarify. In the evaluation of
resumes, there may also be a good deal of preference construction going on in the form of
deciding what qualities are most important for a position while the decision to hire
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someone is being made. By having a third “Maybe” category available, a reviewer can
include in the category resumes of applicants with favorable attributes who still seem to
fall below some cut-off line in the evaluator’s mind initially. By saving those resumes,
the evaluator can review them at a later date when selection criteria and trade-off options
may be clearer.
In the case of choosing an online dating profile, however, the information
available to the decision maker may be much less than on a resume, and deciding on
trade-offs may not be as pressing as in the case of evaluating job applicants. In addition,
use of intuition or an overall gestalt about an online dating profile may be typical of many
online dating decision-making situations, while job applicants are evaluated more in
regard to very specific qualities such as experience, education, and references. Other
important differences include the fact the the decision criteria that online daters use often
include a high value placed on physical appearance, which is usually not a main
consideration in making a decision on job applicants. Furthermore, though choosing
someone to contact on an online dating site may eventually have a very large effect on
the decision maker’s life, such as marriage and children, it is also true that the decision
maker can easily reject a person they meet through an online dating site after a relatively
brief period of going out on dates. But resume evaluators may feel that they must live
with the results of their hiring decision for a long time and may be determined to make a
decision that will prove to be advantageous in the long run. These differences between
the two kinds of decision making process may help explain why use of a third category is
often found valuable by evaluators of resumes but showed no significant effects in
relation to online dating decision makers.
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Implications of the study include implications for further research. One such
implication is that future research that attempts to determine whether a three-category
classification system has advantages for online dating decision makers should consider
using an experimental protocol that ensures that the participants are given a decision task
that requires considerable cognitive difficulty. To the extent possible, such research
should also try to reflect the conditions of actual online dating decision making to ensure
that any findings are applicable to the actual online dating environment.
Another implication for future research is the need to develop more accurate and
reliable scales for preference construction and for choice satisfaction. In the present study,
sets of three survey items each were initially developed to measure the constructs
Preference Construction and Choice Satisfaction. The reduced measurement model that
was ultimately used to enalyze the data used only two items for each of these constructs.
The composite reliability scores for the reduced Choice Satisfaction construct was
adequate, but not for the reduced Preference Construction construct. Future researchers
could build on these efforts in order to develop more accurate and reliable measures of
these constructs that are appropriate for various kinds of decision making situations.
Especially, doing this for Preference Construction would help in the effort to more fully
understand the association between being a preference constructor and the cognitive
difficulty in making a decision.
A third implication for future research is related to the fact that this study was
designed under the assumption that certain aspects of decision making, such as the
number of alternatives and the trait variable of preference construction, greatly matter for
increasing cognitive difficulty. Future researchers may wish to examine to what degree
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these assumptions are correct and investigate whether there are other main factors that
increase cognitive difficulty in the online dating environment and then design
interventions based on their findings.
A fourth implication for future research is the need to do further research on the
relation of cognitive difficulty to satisfaction with the decision process and with final
choice. According to the model for this study, there is a negative relation between
cognitive difficulty and the two types of satisfaction, but the study did not investigate
these relationships. These relations should be further studied not only in online dating,
but in different decision environments, as consumers’ satisfaction with products and with
decision processes is an issue that is important to the marketing efforts of organizations.
Recommendations
Several recommendation can be made based on the results of this study. First it is
recommended that online dating sites with a two-category profile classification system
continue with that system. Despite the argumentation that was provided early in the study
to justify the hypotheses that a three-category system would have several advantages for
online daters attempting to narrow down a long list of profiles into one or a few most
favored choices, the results of the study did not confirm these hypotheses.
Connected to this first recommendation, there is a second recommendation for
online dating sites, which is that they themselves conduct research on the possible value
of offering a three-category classification system on their websites. They might do this by
offering a three-category system for a period of time and then surveying a sample of
subscribers to learn whether they use all three categories as they search through profiles,
under what conditions they use three categories, and whether the subscribers believe that
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the three-category system is better than the two-category system and why. For online
dating sites to do such research would have the advantage of allowing the three-category
system to be tested in a real-life online dating environment. This would avoid any
artificiality that might be present in a more academic setting.
A third recommendation is that any future research attempting to determine
whether a three-category system has advantages over a two-category system should take
care that the experimental protocol is designed so that the decision process has sufficient
cognitive difficulty to allow any differences between the two systems to be revealed. This
might be done by increasing the number of profiles that participants must review as they
decide on a most favored profile or by requiring that participants to explain the reasoning
behind their final choice after it is made.
A fourth recommendation is that researchers use elements of the survey
developed for this research as a base to develop a more accurate and reliable survey.
Scales measuring the constructs of Preference Construction and Choice Satisfaction
especially are in need of further development.
A fifth recommendation for future research is to determine what are the major
factors that affect cognitive difficulty for decisions made by online daters. It was argued
in this dissertation that these factors include the number of alternatives and the trait
variable of preference construction. However, there may be other main factors that affect
cognitive difficulty for DMs in this unique decision-making environment. Research
directed toward determining these factors could aid in designing future interventions
related to reducing the cognitive difficulty of online dating decision making..
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Finally, a sixth recommendation for future research is that studies should be
designed to further investigate the relation of preference construction to cognitive
difficulty and choice satisfaction. A consumer’s process of clarifying the criteria that are
most important in making a decision, whether it is the decision that a particular profile is
the most attractive or a buying decision for a car or a loaf of bread, may be a key factor in
determining the cognitive difficulty the consumer has in making the decision and how
satisfied he or she is with the decision process and the choice made. Understanding this
process better not only for online dating but in regard to other kinds of decision-making
situations could help companies in marketing their products.
Summary of the Study
The motivation for this study initially arose from findings that (a) adverse
consequences may result when decision makers (DMs) face many alternatives (Chernev
et al., 2010; Iyengar & Lepper, 2000; Iyengar et al., 2004) and (b) such choice overload
sometimes occurs in the online dating environment (Finkel et al., 2012; Lenton & Stewart,
2008; Lenton et al., 2008, 2010; Wu & Chiou, 2009). The online dating decision process
requires cognitive effort (Wan et al., 2003), and one way to reduce cognitive effort is to
use a categorization system (Rosch, 1978). Accordingly, to help reduce DMs’ cognitive
effort, some online dating sites offer a two-category (2C) system to help in narrowing
down long profile lists. However, a three-category (3C) system for classifying profiles,
with a second positive category, might further reduce cognitive effort by providing
greater flexibility in evaluating profiles and helping DMs make the best choice
(Chakravarti & Janiszewski, 2003).
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To date, there have been no published studies investigating whether a 3C system
would have advantages over a 2C system for online dating DMs. Therefore, three
research questions were developed for this study: whether online daters having available
a 3C, rather than a 2C, system (a) decreases cognitive difficulty, (b) increases satisfaction
with the decision process and their final choice, and (c) for preference constructors,
strengthens any effect the 3C system has on reducing cognitive difficulty. The hypotheses
for the study were that the answers would be “Yes” to all of these questions.
A study model was therefore developed with four main interrelated constructs. In
this model the indicator Number of Categories was hypothesized to decrease the
construct Cognitive Difficulty and increase the constructs Process Satisfaction and
Choice Satisfaction when the indicator was 3 rather than 2. Furthermore, the construct
Preference Construction was hypothesized to increase any positive effect found on
Cognitive Difficulty by the number of categories being 3.
Next, 15-item survey instrument was developed to measure the four constructs of
the model and to gather demographic information. Two simulated online dating websites
were then constructed using DatingPro software (www.datingpro.com). From 60 profiles,
participants were asked to choose the profile of the man they would be most interested in
learning more about and possibly dating. One website had a 2C categorization system and
the other had a 3C system (a Favorite folder, a Maybe folder, and a Hide folder). Two
samples of heterosexual or bisexual women ages 20 to 30, with at least 52 women each,
were then developed with the aid of fluidsurveys.com. One sample was assigned to the
2C website and the other was assigned to the 3C website. After several rounds of data
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cleaning, the final two samples totaled 109 women, with 53 being in the 2C group and 56
being in the 3C group.
Analysis of the survey data showed none of the significant relationships that had
been hypothesized between number of categories and model constructs. It also showed no
significant effect of Preference Construction on the relationship between number of
categories and Cognitive Difficulty. As a result, the study’s three hypotheses were
rejected. These findings may have been because having three categories available has no
effect on cognitive difficulty or post-choice satisfaction, or because the 3C group of
participants were not proficient in using three categories to classify profiles, or because
the cognitive difficulty of the decision task was not sufficiently high to show any
differences between the two groups.
Strengths of the study are that it dealt with concepts central to decision making in
a decision-making environment not much studied, the development of a model for further
investigation, and the creation of measures for constructs that can serve as a basis for
further development. Weaknesses may have been the lack of sufficient cognitive
difficulty in the decision task for a proper evaluation of study hypotheses, absence of a
way to determine to what degree 3C group members used the third category, and
unsatisfactory scales for Preference Construction and Choice Satisfaction.
Implications of the study include no support for online dating sites changing to a
3C categorization system and the possibility that choosing a favored profile from online
dating profiles may differ in important ways from choosing a favored job applicant based
on a collection of resumes. Implications for future research included the need to develop
more comprehensive, accurate, and reliable scales for the Preference Construction and
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Choice Satisfaction constructs. Also, further research is needed on the relation of
cognitive difficulty to satisfaction with the decision process and with final choice.
A recommendation for online dating sites is that sites with a 2C profile
classification system should continue with that system until evidence arises that a 3C
system has advantages. Also, it is recommended that online dating sites conduct research
on the value of a 3C categorization system on their websites. Other recommendations
include that future research attempting to determine the effect of a 3C system should
ensure that the experimental protocol is designed so that the decision process has
sufficient cognitive difficulty to reveal differences between systems and that future
research be undertaken to investigate the relation of preference construction to cognitive
difficulty and choice satisfaction in various decision-making environments.
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Appendix A
Sample Profile

View profile

Clark GibbsOffline
Age: 28

Personal information
I'm:
Male
Looking for:
Female
Partner age from:
18
Partner age to:
80
Username:
Clark
First name:
Clark
Last name:
Gibbs
Birth date:
15 May 1985
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About me
Weight:
157-177 lbs
Height:
5.7 ft – 6 ft)
Body type:
Athletic
Hair:
Black
Style:
Free

Interests
An ideal date:
I like outdoor activities, so I'd like to spend the time with my date outdoors
The best birthday ever:
yet to come
Interests:
Cinema, Music, Cooking, Shopping, TV, Internet
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Appendix B
Survey Items
(Responses to Items 1-12 were on a 7-point Likert scale with
range of Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree.)
1. I know what characteristics I find most appealing in a man.
2. When looking for a match, I often have difficulty deciding which criteria are most
important to me.
3. I have a clear idea of my perfect match.

4. It was difficult to decide on a single profile.
5. I felt frustrated deciding which profile to choose.
6. For me, this was a very easy decision to make.

7. The process of choosing a most favored profile went well.
8. I enjoyed narrowing down the profiles.
9. Making this decision was not a satisfying experience for me.

10. I am satisfied with my final choice.
11. If I had it to do all over again, I would probably choose a different profile.
12. I think I would very much like the man whose profile I chose.

13. Please place an “X” in the category that best describes you.
What is your age?
18-21
22-25
26-30
I’d rather not say
2. What is your sexual orientation?
Heterosexual

_Bisexual

Homosexual

I’d rather not say

3. Have you visited an online dating site within the last 6 months?
Yes

No
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